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Hundreds of thousands of Star Wars fans have immersed themselves in the epic 
struggle for the Galactic Empire in the highly successful massively multiplayer online game, 
Star Wars Galaxies: An Empire Divided. Now, An Empire Divided expands into space 
with the release of its first expansion, Star Wars Galaxies: Jump To Lightspeed. Experience a 
whole new level of action-oriented gameplay and content that lets you jump into the 
cockpit of classic Star Wars starships and join the fight for the Galactic Empire. 
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Calling All Heroes 
Whatever its future, superheroes and videogames will continue to be a dynamic 
duo; they're two schools of geekdom that go great together. Here's an expedition 
inside the phenomenon, plus a look at the some of the best (and worst) both have 
to offer. 
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thing less? By Erik Wolpaw 
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My Geek Cred 


On comic books and impossibly hard games 


Pop quiz, hotshot: Name a form of entertainment 
the public mistakenly believes is only for kids, one 
that appeals to a small segment of the population, 
yet constantly yearns for—and struggles to receive— 
mainstream acceptance. Its fans are hardcore and 
rabid, arguing in ludicrous detail about minutia that 
are only of interest to people like them. And, de- 
spite their tiny numbers, they have enormous influ- 
ence over the direction of the entire industry. 

If you said videogames, join me in the Captain 
Obvious fanclub. (Wow, a game magazine writing 
articles about games; what a novel idea!) But this 
description also covers the comic book industry. It’s 
gone through its own ups and downs, it’s faced 
down the threat of censorship, it’s had lulls and ex- 
plosions of creativity, it's fragmented into various 
genres, and its most passionate fans sit in spe- 
cific camps and refuse to offer any compromises 
while taking potshots at each other. 

I'm relying on others for most of this info, be- 
cause I'm not a comic book fan. (With that out 
of the way, | can blow all of my geek cred by 
also noting that I've never played any pen-and- 
paper RPGs, | never really played boardgames 
more advanced than Scrabble, and I've never read 
the Lord of the Rings or most major sci-fi novels. 
How the hell did | get this job?) 

But I’m still interested in the similarities between 
games and comics, and what you think of some of 
the choices in our comic book feature that begins 
on page 40. What are some of your favorites? What 
comics would you like to see turned into games? 
Operators, as always, are standing by at 
editor@cgonline.com. 

In another attempt to destroy my geek cred, | re- 
viewed three different Vietnam games this month 
and was struck by how bleedin’ hard the games are. 
It's possible my arcade reflexes are turning to mush, 
but I'm thinking it’s more evidence that a lot of peo- 
ple in the industry have little or no concept of diffi- 
Culty. If developers are relying on their own employ- 
€es or testers to tell whether a game is too hard or 
not, we're doomed—those folks are hardcore. 

See, there's an enormous chasm between some 
gamers nowadays. If you read this month's Speak 
Out column, for example, you'll find someone who 
enjoyed Heroes of Might and Magic III, but only on 
her terms. Unlike a lot of gamers, she wasn’t play- 
ing to beat an Al opponent; she was more inter- 








ested in exploring a map, uncovering treasures, and 
amassing armies. As soon as the Al got more ag- 
gressive, it got in the way of her enjoyment. 
Basically, she didn't want to lose. 

| understand this mindset, because | get that way 
myself. | play a lot of Civilization ///, but often on the 
easier skill levels because I'm less interested in 
challenge. | just want to relax, and my entertain- 
ment comes from exploring, uncovering, and ex- 
panding. Being repeatedly attacked by that damn 
Genghis Khan isn’t the kind of “fun” I'm looking for. 

For me, gaming is more than just “winning” every 
game, or trying to figure out the magic formulas 
bubbling under the surface, or optimizing my 
mouse Clicks to build the perfect army in as little 
time as possible, or learning to rocket jump in some 


“1 et's face it: It’s easy to make a game hard. 
The real skill comes from keeping it engaging 
without making it frustrating’” 


first-person shooter. The act of playing the game is 
the game; winning or mastering it is the caramel 
swirl in the middle of a large swath of marshmallow 
in a pint of Ben & Jerry's Phish Food—it’s pretty 
sweet, but then again, so is everything else. 

Too many games aren't “fun” because developers 
are so hung up on making them impossibly hard— 
even on their easiest levels. With games like this, | 
end up annoyed rather than entertained. 

Let’s face it: it's easy to make a game hard. The 
real skill comes from keeping it engaging without 
making it frustrating. The ultimate game would pro- 
vide a consistent challenge throughout, but never 
actually kill off the player—you'd often be near 
death, walking along the edge of some precipice, 
but never actually falling into the chasm. 

Whether that makes a game less “fun” because it 
would remove too much of the risk, | don’t know. But 
what | do know is that that if you're going to repeat- 
edly kill me off, at least let me save the game any- 
where, at any time. And from time-to-time, I'd rather 
the game be a cakewalk instead of some war of attri- 
tion, where my patience is at war with someone's 
concept of difficulty. Hard should always be hard, but 
it's easy to forget that easy should mean easy. 6 


01.2005 | COMPUTER GAMES 17 



















SOME FIGHT FOR THEIR COUNTRY. 
SOME FOR THEIR EMPEROR. 


ALL FIGHT FOR HONOR. 





t be smoldering Battleship Row in Pearl Harbor to the 
beaches of Tarawa Island; real-time dynamic A.J, means your squad has your back 
ark-shattering technology, a brand new game engine, and Hayok™ physics bring your 






1 Pacific to life in graphie detail. Join the MOH Arnyy. Enlist at eagames.com 







Blood POWERED BY 


Language al 
Violence . . Ss @ 
y 


MEDALoF HONOR 
PACIFIC ASSAULT. 


YOU DON'T PLAY. YOU VOLUNTEER” I” een 





WHERE ADVENTURE 
COMES ALIVE" 








YOUR ARSENAL DEMAIIDS THE POWER OF TIVIDIA® 


Sharpen your sword. Hone your mag: hen add the ultimate weapon 
to your ars enal: the NVIDIA GeForce 6-Series graphics processor. 

Its power let you experience the full beauty, majesty and wonder 

of the future of online gaming: EverQuest® HS 


www.everquest2.com 


SONY ONLINE 
ENTERTAINMENT 








Ask, and ye shall receive: In the November issue, we asked a few ques- 
tions about your level of interest in PC games, whether you’re inter- 
ested in single-player MMO content, and all sorts of other fun and 
exciting questions. This month, we present a few of the answers, 
plus the return of random incoherence (where have you people 
been?). For this month’s exercise, we’d like you to write reviews; 
however, they can be no longer than four words long. Seriously. 
Send your best efforts, and any other comments and/or letters of 


devotion to rebound@cgonline.com. 


Rebound Questions 
Sorry, I've never replied to your Rebound 
questions. 

Are you as interested in PC gaming 
today as you were one year ago? Yes 

Two years ago: Yes 

Five years ago: No 

Ten years ago: No 

As for MMOs, yeah, | wish there were 
single-player MMOs out there. When | sit 
down to play, | have 2-3 hours. | don’t want 
to spend three-quarters of that time trying 
find a group to get into. | also don’t get to 
play on a regular schedule (hence being in 
a Guild is out). 
Nate 


Yes | do believe there should be more sin- 
gle-player content in MMOs. Like many 
people, after working ten hours a day and 
coming home to a three-month-old daugh- 
ter, you tend not to have much time for team 
play on the MMOs. | would be more willing 
shell out my $12 a month if | knew | could sit 
down once a week and play by myself and 
not have to worry about holding back a team 


because I'm at level 10 
and they are at 100. 
Rich 


Three words: World of WarCraft. -ed 


When | say that | have less interest in PC 
gaming today, it’s because: (1) There do 
not seem to be that many interesting 
games out there lately, just more Orcs, 
Nazis, and clones everywhere; (2) Games 
that employ the latest video tech only to 
exploit more gore, sex, and violence are 
not for me. | don’t want to be embar- 
rassed to take the box to the checkout or 
have it on my desktop. As an adult, gam- 
ing is a hobby, not a neurosis; Finally, (3) 
I'm not willing to spend $50 on a game 
only to find out the gameplay is beyond 
challenging. 

Playing Age of Empires, and its sequels, 
is challenging and fun. | don’t care to have 
my little pixies having ménage-a-trois to 
fulfill fantasies as in the new Sims game. 

All | want is a game that is fun to play. 

Mazz 


The Breast Letter of the Month 
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Judging by the picture of the comely 
woman in your preview of The Witcher, 
are you sure it's not the Areola engine 
they're using? 

Roger Vick 


We have no mammary of what you're 
talking about. Okay, jut kidding. We feel 
like such boobs. (Thank you, I'll be here 
all week. Try the veal.) We apologize to 
everyone for the near-nudity. Next 
month, we'll make sure it's full-frontal. 




















Of course I’m still 
interested in PC gaming. | like 
consoles and PC games, but | like PC ver- 
sions more because | feel they are more 
interactive. | have a kickin’ setup now, and 
can enjoy games to a new level. 

New rig aside, I'd still say | am more in- 
terested in all games because of the re- 
cent excellent ones we have had these 
past years. | can’t wait to see what they 
come up with next. 

Dessun Freewind 


More single-player in MMOs? Yep, way 
more. 

Am | as interested in PC Gaming as | 
was last year? Yes. But | have a heavy 
feeling that the industry is not. | enjoy 
strategy games the most, and can be eas- 
ily enticed by a curious new angle to a 
game, such as Black & White or Impossible 
Creatures. Here’s an idea: How about 
something with a “constructive” goal? 
Maybe even an MMO, but without killing 
and blowing things up? [How about A Tale 
in the Desert? —ed] 

Two years ago? Still Yes. 

Five Years ago? Still Yes. However, back 
then there were some games | couldn't get 
to, because there were many first-rate 
games that filled my spare time. Lately, 
there are few new games of any interest. 
So | cruise the $10 racks now, catching up 
on those old gems. It makes me wonder, 
at this rate, when I’ve caught up with all 
the “oldies,” will there be any new games 
worth a look? 
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Ten years ago? Are you kidding? What 
kind of comparison is this? 
Bryan Jonsson 


Hey, some of us have actually been at this 
magazine over 10 years, and played games 
for more than 20, So there. —ed 


| don’t go back to the beginning of PC 
gaming time, but since | cut my teeth on a 
Commodore 128 in the mid ‘80s, | definitely 
qualify as an old-school gamer. 

You know what? All of us 30-something 
duffers have been completely forsaken by 
the current industry. More and more, | find 
myself just replaying stuff like Civilization II! 
and Heroes of Might & Magic III, and wish- 
ing for great stuff like the original Master of 
Orion. | even got the original X-COM run- 
ning on my current system and enjoyed it 
as much as when it was new, even though 
the graphics made my eyes bleed. 

Really, I'm just as interested in a good 
game as ever. | haven't outgrown the hobby, 
and | hope | never do. But frankly, the hobby 
has left gamers like me behind. They really 
don’t make ‘em like they used to. 

Bill Brewer 
Thule Air Base, Greenland 


| cut my gaming teeth on U/tima Online. | 
continue to enjoy gaming, but not in the 
online world anymore. | played it through 
Lord Blackthorn’s Revenge and then made 
the (difficult) decision to step away. | still 
keep in contact with many of the friends | 
made in the game, though. 

When | received an e-mail about com- 
ing back to U/tima for free for two weeks, 
| jumped on it. But it just wasn’t the 
same. | couldn’t get back into the game. | 
went from being a veteran player with 
over five years in the game—property, 
ethereal beings, anniversary awards—to 
nothing except the ability to start build- 
ing my character's lifestyle back up to 
the way | remembered it. Two weeks 
wasn't enough time. | walked away from 
Ultima again. 

| still play computer games. | like The 
Sims and Civilization, and I'll always pause 
to try out some puzzle or word games. 
But | have to say that | owe my years of 
gaming to EA and Origin. | wouldn't trade 
any of the experiences | had in Ultima 
Online for anything. 

Jacinda J. Milchuck-Roberts 
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Have fun storming the castle 
The February issue. On sale January 4th. 


8-Bit Theater 
The two characters in the picture on page 
36 of the November issue are Fighter and 
Red Mage from a popular webcomic 8-Bit 
Theater (nuklearpower.com). It is loosely 
based on, and uses sprites from, the first 
Final Fantasy. Not anime, but close enough. 
Dan Kegerreis. 


Maiden of DOOM 
| would just like to reaffirm my belief that 
Steve Bauman is the coolest person in the 
videogames industry. His use of Iron 
Maiden in the DOOM 3 review gave me 
hope that the mainstream media still recog- 
nizes Iron Maiden as relevant to today's 
youth, despite a career of more than 20 
years. Iron Maiden is the best thing to ever 
happen to savy nerdy metal enthusiasts. 

By the way, the review was dead on as 
always. 

Ryan 


Um, yeah, it’s true: | am the coolest person 
not named American McGee in the 
videogame industry. Rock you like a hurri- 
cane, and all that. -ed 


Men of Few Words Dept. 
ves: 
Joey Goodell 


Return of Random Incoherence 

| just wanted to congratulate you on the 
purple is rusting and that the flowers smell 
so cocoa. Yay. | like cocoa, especially cocoa 
from rusting purple. Go me go. The Toro 








riding mower and the mailbox of the 
dwarves. YET! 
The Famous Orator, Christopholes 


Errata 

We misspelled 10-david.com’s Chris 
Abele’s name in our preview of SWAT 4. 
We regret the error and accept our demo- 
tion to meter maid. 
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hoose to swear allegiance to 1 of 7 different 
ans, then use an array of vampire powers to 
complete quests and gain experience, 




















Witness the destructive power of your weapons, 
juding guns, swords and supernatural vampire powers, 
n first-person and third-person gameplay, 

















_ Get sucked in to the streets of Los Angeles, 
where the options are endless and the 
dangers are boundless, 














ateract with mortals and other vampires‘in a 
irld that reacts to clan, gender and dialogue 
id in this deep, immersive RPG, 
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“One of the most anticipated RPGs this year” —Gamespot 
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Where are the Games for Me? 


I'M HAPPILY MARRIED to a gamer, and 
would love to be one myself except | 
have precious little to play. As | flip 
through another issue of my husband's 
Computer Game Magazine, | say what 
has come to be a familiar phrase: 
“Where are the games for me?” 

| want to know why the game industry 
neglects 50 percent of its potential cus- 
tomer base. Many of us 30-somethings 
have grown up in the modern computer 
savvy world enjoying and using PCs 
every day. Over the years, | have seen 
the industry branch out into more mar- 
kets, such as children’s software and 
yes, even young girls. There are plenty of 
Barbie titles, and patiently | wait... well, 
sort of patiently. 

| realize that men mostly design 
games, and they honestly may not real- 
ize that young female teens wouldn't 
happily make the leap from Barbie to 
Nancy Drew to DOOM 3. | will concede 
that there are some games out there 
women can enjoy, but it's those small 
tastes of gaming that make me want 
even more. 
Let me start with what | don’t like: | 
don't like being a military mastermind or 
building armies. | don’t like games 
where it takes 30 minutes to plan your 
next turn, with the ultimate goal of con- 
quering the world. | don’t like running 
through mazes with a big gun in my 
hand. | don't like ghoulish characters 
and scenery. | don’t like controlling flying 
things with joysticks. | don’t like blood. 
Okay, now you see my problem—l've 
eliminated 80% of all games currently on 
the market. 
Now let me tell you what | do like. The 
Heroes of Might and Magic series. | 
loved it! | could build a castle, explore 
the map, find artifacts that gave added 
bonuses, cast magic spells, amass gold, 
and build armies of aesthetically appeal- 
ing troops like unicorns and dragons. | 
could select the largest map size, where 
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| didn’t have to run into the other guys, 
and | happily went about emptying all 
the nooks and crannies of the map until 
| had cleaned all the good stuff out. | 
looked at my Hero with 375 pixie sprites 
and glowed with accomplishment. | ap- 
preciated the alternate victory condi- 
tions, like “Find the Artifact,” which al- 
lowed me to win without having to take 


there was a place and purpose for more 
nurturing souls such as myself. 
Unfortunately, there is a big problem 
with online gaming: they're too easy to 
immerse yourself in until real life gets 
neglected. | enjoyed every minute of my 
two years in Camelot, but at 32 with a 
full-time career, husband, and house, | 
want a game | can save and come back 


“l want to know why the game industry neglects 
50 percent of its potential customer base.” 


over the whole map. Some of the later 
expansions for Heroes of Might and 
Magic /// were actually less appealing to 
me because they made the Al better— 
yes better. The Al wouldn't leave me 
alone to amass my staggering army, and 
then let me sweep through when | was 
good and ready. They attacked me! They 
killed my sprites! Although they added 
many new artifacts and monsters, | lost 
interest when it became all about the 
combat and troops. 

This is when | made the move 
to online gaming and found Dark 
Age of Camelot. | could be a 
cleric and heal people! | loved 
exploring, being the one re- 
sponsible for keeping our 
warriors alive as they bravely 
slew monsters, helping peo- 
ple complete quests and 
get artifacts. | even loved 
realm-vs.-realm-ing—not 
because | got to kill 
players, but for the thrill 
of keeping my group 
alive as long as possi- 
ble while the powerful 
sorcerers and wizards 
did the dirty work. 

| don’t want to imply 
that all women only 
love to run around 
healing people, but 





to when | have the time. 

So at this point, | sit and play Pharaoh. 
Again. Building a few monuments, keep- 
ing the gods happy, but the Bedouins 
keep attacking, and the Pharaoh is really 
beginning to piss me off. I’ve also built 
the alien entity one too many times in 
Civilization: Call to Power, 

and | wish forlornly for 
another Arcanum. And 
| guess I'll go buy the 
new Nancy Drew 
game and play 
it before | 
give it to 
my niece. 
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From CD To DVD 


When games started shipping on dozens of floppy disks—and with 
some help from Myst—the PC game industry embraced the CD-ROM. 
The next move is to DVD, and it appears it’s finally underway 
BY JOHN CALLAHAM 


FOR THE FIRST time in PC game history, a 
game released on DVD topped the sales 
charts in the US. For the week of 
September 18, the special DVD edition of 
The Sims 2 was the top-selling game, even 
surpassing its own CD version, according 
to NPD Group. The success of the DVD 
version may indicate a shift from the CD to 
the larger 4.7GB DVD format. (When con- 
tacted, an EA representative would not re- 
veal specific shipments or sales numbers 
of the DVD version of The Sims 2). 

What took so long? While DVD drives 
were first introduced as an option back in 
1997, they are only now becoming standard 
on most PCs sold today; DVD recordable 
drives are also becoming cheap and more 
commonly installed in new machines. PC 
game publishers—at least in the US—have 
not embraced the format for the most part. 
Until just recently, there were only a hand- 
ful of DVD PC games, despite some games 
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requiring anywhere from 3-6 CDs. 

In 2004, that situation changed some- 
what with the release of Unreal 
Tournament 2004. \t requires six CDs, so 
Epic Games’ vice president Mark Rein 
tried to convince Atari to just release the 
game on DVD only. Rein said the response 
from Atari was simple: “They didn’t think 
that the Wal-Mart crowd has DVD drives.” 
Atari ended up releasing a special, two- 
disk DVD as well, but only 60,000 copies 
were made. According to Rein, they sold 
out before they even shipped to stores. 
(An Atari spokesperson would not reveal 
specific sales numbers for Unreal 
Tournament 2004.) According to NPD, the 
special edition was the number three over- 
all best selling PC game for the first week 
it was released back in mid-March, behind 
the CD version of Unreal and Battlefield 
Vietnam. Because of its popularity, Atari 
quickly produced additional quantities. 














Today, more game publishers are em- 
bracing the DVD format, mostly in tandem 
with a CD release. NCSoft has re-released 
new versions of Lineage // and City of 
Heroes on DVD, with new content and 
special features. Vivendi Universal Games 
is releasing a DVD version of Half-Life 2 
containing more game content than the 
six-disk CD version of the game. EA will 
also release a DVD version of the WWII 
shooter Medal of Honor: Pacific Assault 
with an extra weapon that will not be in 
the regular CD version of the game, as 
well as behind-the-scenes material. (An 
EA spokesperson said that they plan to 
issue future DVD editions of their PC 
games “when applicable.’) 


Unreal Tournament 2004 and The Sims 2 
have had sales successes with their DVD 
special editions in 2004. 





But other publishers are moving exclu- 
sively to DVD. Codemasters has lead the 
way in this arena, shipping several games 
in 2004 in the format, including Perimeter, 
TOCA Race Driver 2, and Colin McRae Rally 
2005. “Our decision to make more use of 
the DVD format came about after consult- 
ing with retail outlets and consumers,” 
says Codemasters's director of communi- 
cation Rich Eddy. “We were quite happy to 
move forward and use the DVD format in 
titles that warranted it” While he would not 
give out specific sales figures, Eddy said 
that sales were within their expectations, 
with those of TOCA Race Driver 2 actually 
exceeding them. Other exclusive DVD re- 
leases in 2004 include Atari’s Shadow Ops: 
Red Mercury, Konami's Silent Hill 4, and 
Eidos’ Shellshock: Nam ‘67. 

Publishers in Europe have been quicker 
to embrace the DVD format, with games 
ike FarCry and Half-Life 2 being sold on 
DVD exclusively. The reason for that is 
clear to Eddy: “In Europe, certainly the 
main PC territories of Germany, UK, 
France, Spain etc, buying any gaming- 
spec PC off-the-shelf for the past five or 
six years a DVD drive has come pretty 
much as standard” 

Even though US sales of the special 
DVD editions of Unreal Tournament 2004 
and The Sims 2 have been encouraging, 
the overall market for DVD games is still a 
blip on the radar. According to NPD 





Group, sales of DVD 
totaled just 11,000 co| 
pared to 2.66 million 


PC games in the US 
pies in August, com- 
or CD-based games 


during the month. (Figures for the month 
of September, when The Sims 2 was re- 
leased, were not available at press time. 
August may be skewed somewhat by the 
release of DOOM 3.) 

If the sales of the DVD editions of 
Unreal Tournament 2004 and The Sims 2 
are indicators, there might be a bigger 
market that prefers the format than pub- 
lishers realize. According to Rein, the 
amount of storage space needed to hold 
PC games in the near future will even re- 
quire more than one DVD disk—Epic's 
Next (currently unannounced) game is due 
sometime in 2006, and will use the next 
version of its Unreal Engine. According to 
Rein, the game will have so much content 
that it could require two or three DVDs. 
Rein says the bottom line is simple: 
“Publishers should get used to making 
DVD PC games” 








Platinum Egos 


Squeezing the rich and famous for development dollars 


PAYMOHN MAHDAVI, founder and ex- 
ecutive producer of Mahdavi Toys 
International, is an entrepreneur with sev- 
eral passions, and a gimmick. A few of the 
passions? Historical real-time strategy 
gaming, Trojan history, toys, and action fig- 
ures. The gimmick? “Platinum Games,” a 
division that offers completely customized, 
sky’s-the-limit, upscale computer games 
for the rich and famous. When unbeliev- 
ably “low-scale” press materials arrived 
describing this concept: “These games fit 
perfectly into this niche because they help 
fulfill the desire of the rich and famous of 
having something that is unique as well as 
giving the customer the feeling of pres- 
tige,” one could only stare at the non- 
descript black pocket folder, badly 
printed label and logo that had been 
crookedly cut out and pasted on 
the front, and the three enclosed 
sparsely printed sheets of paper 
describing the high concept, and 
wonder, “What are they thinking?” 

The idea here is that the customer en- 
tirely bankrolls development, and has 
complete control over content. Madhavi 
says that two clients are currently in nego- 
tiation for contracts, and hopes that pro- 
duction will be underway soon. 

“They can have pretty much whatever 
they want,” he says. “The [main sugges- 





tions] we have heard so far are, of 
course, having themselves starring in the 
game, having their kid in a sports 
game... some people just have ideas that 
they need the means to bring to life.’ So 
they supply “the money means,” and re- 
ceive “the development means” in return. 
One guy wanted a WWI strategy game, 
and offered $100,000.00 to make that 
happen. When the laughter died down, 
he slunk away to try and find some 
friends to help him invest. Using existing 


game engines, of course, will cut down 
the overhead immensely, so MTI is not 
averse to licensing the Quake or Unreal 
engine, but still, it can’t be done “on a 
shoestring” these days. 

The company is not actively market- 
ing. Instead, it’s 
hoping that 


things will fall into 
place after one or two 
successes via “reputation” (and speak- 
ing of “reputation,” MT! decided not to 
risk its own by dabbling in porn—no 
matter what the offer—although they did 
discuss the idea). 
“Yeah, this is not a market you can 
teach via ads,” he says. “It has to become 


“Yeah, this is not a market you 
can reach via ads, it has to be- 
come a ‘fad,’ so to speak.” 
—Paymohn Mahdavi 


a ‘fad,’ so to speak. We are hoping to get 
a high profile customer in the next year or 
so, and then use that to create a buzz” 
And luckily, the company will take all the 
capital it saved sending tacky black 
binder press kits to the media, and put it 
toward some really glitzy customized PR 
materials for potential clients—a good 
thing, because, as much as some of the 
tich and famous will drop each year on 
stroking their egos, a pretty package is 
helpfully persuasive. —Cindy Yans 
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Won’t Someone Think 
of the Children? 


Penny Arcade will, that’s for sure. The online gamer comic’s 
Child's Play charity helps make heroes out of children 


“WONDER TWINS” JERRY “Tycho” Holkins 
and Mike “Gabe” Krahulik, founders of 
Penny Arcade, are hardcore gamers. Best 
known for that oft-linked, oft-read web- 
comic, as well as their honest commentary 
generously sprinkled with expletives, the 


duo has spent many hours saving the world 
from Nazis, monsters, ninja, and zombies, 
just like the rest of us poor saps. 

It also gives them an understanding of 
the value of play. With that in mind, the pair 
started a charity called Child's Play, which 
provides books, crafts, Legos, and games to 





CHILD'S PLAY 


mind. “The first is clear—to raise a ton of 
toys and money, and then give it to chil- 
dren's hospitals,” he says. “The second, and 
far less important goal—to prove that peo- 
ple who play games aren't monsters—will 
just kind of happen on its own’ 

Is a charity like Child’s Play a sign that 


















children in hospitals. “It gives them and 
their families something to ease their hospi- 
tal stay,” says Holkins. “Some of these kids 
are in pretty bad shape, and just having a 
Game Boy would really raise their spirits,” 
said Krahulik, in a column from last year. 
Why would an Internet comic about 
gamer subculture start a charity to help 
sick children? “We felt a lot of pressure to 
use the site for something positive,” says 
Holkins. Founded last year, “when we were 
eating lunch, sometime in November,” he 
says, the Child’s Play charity has 
since collected around 
$200,000 worth of toys, 
games, and cash (Legos 
were the most commonly 
donated item). Amazed by 
the mobilization of their 
online community which 
sent them a massive 
amount of donations—on 
really short notice—Penny 
Arcade launched its second 
Child’s Play for 2004, and have 
expanded to include five hospi- 
tals located all across the coun- 
try. All the donations are tax-de- 
ductible, and all of the items and 
money go directly to the hospitals. 
Partially inspired by negative criticism 
about gamers, and gaming, Holkins says 
Child's Play was founded with two goals in 






























Villains prefer heroes— 
NCsoft said that long-time City 
of Heroes subscribers will have 
priority when the City of Villains 
beta test comes around. By 
giving highest priority to sub- 


scribers of more than one year, 
NCsoft implied that testing 
won't begin until at least the 
end of April... BnetD de- 
feated—A court granted 
Blizzard Entertainment’s mo- 


tion for summary judgment 
against the group that created 
BnetD, declaring the Battle.net 
alternative a “circumvention of 
copyright under the DMCA” 
Blizzard began fighting BnetD 


in April of 2002.... Phantom 
Phases to 2005-Infinium 
Labs’ launch date for the 
Phantom PC-as-console has 
come and gone, and Infinium 
is now making announcements 
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Why Madison? outsiders love to refer to “Madtown” as 
71 square miles surrounded by reality, but it turns out the capi- 
tal of the land of beer and cheese is a great place to create re- 
ality, too. “It’s a college town, so it has the right mix of tech and 
creativity,” says Tim Gerritsen, chairman and CEO of Human 
Head Studios. “Besides, what other town can offer you concerts 
and riots on Halloween?” 


History: In 1990, Steve and Brian Raffel crawled out of their 
basement to form Raven Software, a company whose control 


they would eventually sell to Activision for a cool $17 million. In 
1997, six original Raven staffers broke off to form Human Head 
Studios, a company named for a mythical bag of missing crani- 
ums reportedly kicking around the Raven offices. 


Notables: Raven Software, Human Head Studios 


Signature Game(s): Hexen, Heretic, Soldier of 
Fortune, Elite Force, Jedi Knight 2 (Raven); Rune, Dead Man’s 
Hand (Human Head) fact that we actually have warm weather 

freaks people out” Kenn Hoekstra, former project coordinator 
Who knew? tn their pre-id days, John Romero and John for Raven Software, says callers and potential employees were 
Carmack froze their asses off for several months in Madison, frequently under the mistaken impression that Raven was lo- 
crunching the code that would eventually become Doom. The cated in Austin, Texas. “We have Big Mike’s Super Subs,” he 
University of Wisconsin-Madison also provides a home and a says. “Austin doesn’t.” 
paycheck to Applied Game Theory columnist Kurt Squire. 

True Fact: Over the course of this past Memorial Day 
The Big Myth: “Anyone who lives south of Illinois thinks + weekend, Madison residents scarfed down 189,432 brats at the 
Wisconsin is frozen every day of the year,” says Gerritsen. “The local Brat Fest. Burp. —Aaron R. Conklin 





the game industry is maturing and under- would like to see the charity grow. “Next the publicity—for mobilizing the game in- 
standing it has power and a following that year we should have quite a selection [of dustry, they realize they're not the only ones 
can be used—for better or worse—to enact hospitals] nationwide, hopefully into offering up help. “Many companies already 
change? “I think that the game industry isa | Canada,” he says. Spending full-time do charitable work in their communities” 
collection of businesses, and they each hours to help kids, and getting up at “un- _ says Holkins. “Just from Child's Play | know 
have their own motivations,” says Holkins. godly” hours of the morning to ship toys that Atari, Microsoft, Rad Game Tools, 
“If the e-mails and gifts we've received are is a thing of the past. This year they have Monolith and others were there for us 
any indicator, they're comprised of people an infrastructure to handle the influx of when we put out the call” | 
who want to help. People have been wait- toys and games they receive, without Visit childsplaycharity.org to learn more 
ing for the opportunity, | think” being overwhelmed. about Child’s Play, or about how you can 

In the years to come, Penny Arcade Although they got the ball rolling—and assist. —Jiffany Martin 
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that confirm its new 2005 re- ment game for the 2005 World has released an Uncut and 2004 World Cyber Games are 
lease date.... CPL chooses Tour.... Larry gets nastier—If | Uncensored version with complete, with USA represen- 
Painkiller—Painkiller has been __ the original release of Leisure “more nudity, uncut sex tatives taking top honors in 
chosen by the Cyberathlete Suit Larry: Magnum Cum scenes and raunchier end se- Halo and Counter-Strike. ... 
Professional Leagues as the Laude just wasn’t raunchy quences”... US leads News courtesy of Frictionless 
official and exclusive tourna- enough for you, VU Games Counter-strike at WCG—The —_/nsight (frictionlessinsight.com) 
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mOadSQUADS 


Seeing as it’s comic book month, true believers can look 
below for the inside skinny on a fantastic DC Comics cam- 
paign and some great female meshes for Freedom Force, su- 
perhero skins for The Sims and The Sims 2, and an oldie-but- 
goodie that adds capes and cowls to Quake III. Remember, if 
you have a hot tip on a mod that doesn’t necessarily feature 
muscular guys in long underwear, send us a note at 


mods&ends@cgonline.com. —Brett Todd 


It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane 

Dannyboy2205’s Unofficial DC Comics Freedom Force Mod 
may lack an imaginative title, but as far as comic book epics 
go, it’s right up there with Crisis on Infinite Earths. The solo 
total conversion features almost every big-name hero and 
villain in the DC Comics’ stable, from top-billed characters 
like Superman and Wonder Woman, to cool second-stringers 
like Dr. Fate and the Spectre, along with new maps, dialogue, 
and music. There are 16 missions—er, issues in the saga, 
which take you on a tour of the entire DC Comics universe, 
from the office building of the Daily Planet, to the alien land- 
scape of Darkseid’s Apokolips. It also includes an integrated 
skirmish mode, so you can see the toughness of the Man of 
Steel for yourself. www.geocities.com/dannyboy2205 


Tempted by the Fruit of Another 

Content is a little more down-to-earth at Temptresses and Angels, 
an online repository of skins and meshes for comic-book heroines 
and villainesses. Here you can find leading ladies from both the 
DC and Marvel universes, along with a nice assortment from the 
supporting cast. So along with expected stars like Wonder 
Woman, Batgirl, and the Scarlet Witch, you can also download the 
likes of Black Canary, Saturn Girl, and even Marionette from the 
classic 1970s Marvel version of Micronauts. Long-time Avengers 
fans will get a chuckle out of the site's special Wasp section, 
which includes over half-a-dozen costumes that the alter-ego of 
the finicky Janet Van Dyne has worn over the decades. 
home.comcast.net/~msollick/earth2.html 


Sims Skin Mags 

Where would 7he Sims franchise be without superhero skins? EA’s 
hotter-than-hot recreation of real life has loads of addicted mod- 
ders cranking out versions of comic-book legends for use in both 
The Sims and The Sims 2. Head to the Comic Skin Network web- 
site for skins of just about every four-color character you can 
think of, including the full roster of heroes and villains from DC 
and its Wildstorm imprint, along with a selection from indie pub- 
lishers Image and Crossgen. DC is represented by four different 
Batmans, six Supermans, and various versions of Wonder Woman, 
Green Lantern, Flash, Martian Manhunter, and Robin. Some real 
surprises can be found in the comprehensive DC archive, too, 
such as Deadman, Solomon Grundy, Gorilla Grodd, Mordru, and 
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You can play with Superman, Batman, and other JLA legends in the DC 
Comics Mod. 





Zatanna. There are also loads of indie stars like Danger Girl, 
Vampirella, and the Midnighter from cult hit The Authority. All 
that's missing here is Marvel, and that's only because the litigious 
folks at the so-called House of Ideas are still waging war on mod 
creators. The Comic Skin Network also features superhero skins 
for Freedom Force and Unreal Tournament. comicskins.com 


Sing Like a Canary 

It may be a couple of years old now, but SuperHeroes Arena for 
Quake I/I: Arena remains one of the best comic-book mods out 
there. Creator Batmite turns id’s classic multiplayer shooter into a 
veritable Danger Room where heroes and villains square off with 
custom-created powers and weapons. Over 70 different active and 
passive powers allow you to craft just about any type of hero you 
want. Fancy a brute with the strength of the Hulk, the vocal abili- 
ties of Black Canary, and the Silly Putty body of Mr. Fantastic? 
Select an appropriately big and green model, the Sonic Scream 
active power, the Elastic passive power, and the Rage special 
power. You can’t put on Canary's trademark fishnet stockings, but 
that seems a small price to pay for such a great power combo. 
batmite.com 


Special SuperHeroes Arena weapons include lightsabers, so you can 
turn Green Lantern into a Jedi Ki it wannabe. 
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GIVEN THE more-than-somewhat-cool re- 
sponse to the final two films of the Matrix 
trilogy, The Matrix Online is now in the un- 
expected position of having to revive the 
franchise rather than live up to it. We re- 
cently had a chance to put the closed beta 
version through its unfinished paces. 

The character creation screen is cleverly 
gimmicked to simulate a human in the real 
world as he scans through the ranks of 
“bluepills’—citizens in the Matrix unaware 
of the artificial reality in which they live— 
looking for a new recruit. As you proceed 
through your skill and appearance choices, 
this unseen recruiter narrows-in on your 
final character. The training mission that 
follows not only introduces the basics of 
the game, but also recreates Neo’s intro- 
duction to the Matrix from the original 
Movie. Within a few minutes, you'll be 
asked to take the red pill that “awakens” 
you to the truth about the world. 

There are no races, as such, though you 
can adjust your skin color from dark ebony 





to high pallor, as well as deck yourself out 
with a variety of haircuts, tattoos, clothing, 
and various fashionable accessories. You 
can’t, however, play a machine. 

Rather than skills, you have “code,” 
which is slotted into your limited supply of 
memory. Because you can only fill your 
memory with code at “hardlines” (repre- 
sented by phone booths scattered through- 
out the city) or in the staging area outside 
the Matrix, you need to pick your active 
skills carefully before embarking on a mis- 
sion. There are hundreds of different abili- 
ties, representing everything from specific 
martial arts moves to your basic heals, 
buffs, and debuffs. 

Upon entering the world, the first thing 
you'll notice is the impressive visuals. The 
urban environments have a believably clut- 
tered and grimy look—sort of like City of 
Heroes gone to seed. In an unprecedented 
move, you can enter virtually all of the 
buildings and walk through every floor. Not 
only that, but interior windows actually look 
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Attacking ‘Lenny Kravitz's-drummer. 


back out over the city. Most of the build- 
ings are more or less empty, but it’s a neat 
feature nonetheless. 

Being the Matrix, there’s an emphasis 
on the kinds of clothing you have access 
to. But there’s more than just vanity at 
stake here. In some cases, clothing is 
“augmented” with special code that im- 
proves the performance of your character. 
In this way, it's analogous to magic items 
that you quest for in medieval MMOs. 

Much of the gameplay centers on com- 
pleting missions for one of three powerful 
organizations. You can choose to work for 
Zion, The Machines, or the French gang- 
ster known as “The Merovingian’. As your 
reputation within these organizations im- 


proves, you are given access to more and 
more sensitive missions. If you prove your 
loyalty, missions will grant access to cer- 
tain characters from the movie such as 
Morpheus or Persephone. 

Ragaini also mentions that the final ver- 
sion will include some more epic, team- 
based tasks, such as “missions that will 
move the story arcs forward, and some 
[that] are very exclusive, only allowing a 
certain number of players to participate in 
them before they are concluded (and made 
unavailable to other players).” 

Details about Player vs. Player combat 
are still unknown at this point. There’s no 
trace of it in the beta, but we've been told 
it will definitely appear in the final product. 
Though no real specifics are available, 
Ragaini, in a short burst of Oracle-style 
vagueness, tells us that it “will allow team 
vs. team gameplay as well as control of 
certain ‘pocket worlds’ called constructs.” 

With its unique atmosphere and skill set, 
The Matrix Online is shaping up to be a 
distinctive entry in the crowded massively 
multiplayer genre. Many options and story 
elements are currently under wraps, how- 
ever. So even after seeing it with our own 
eyes, we're still left wondering just what, 
exactly, Matrix Online is going for. 


Mission Inaccessible 
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Hearts of lron II 


DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Paradox 
Entertainment 


RELEASE DATE January 2005 


HEARTS OF IRON was Paradox 
Entertainment's epic WWII game, a daunt- 
ing strategic sprawl every bit as detailed 
and intimidating as its Europa Universalis 
series. After playing through the tutorial 
and perusing the often-vague manual, 
your only option was to jump into one of 
the four grand campaigns and hang on for 
dear life. 

Hearts of Iron Il aims to be a little less 
daunting by giving players fifteen “battle 
scenarios” to let them ease their way in. 
These are smaller mini-campaigns, often 
set on maps with closed borders, and in- 
volving a time limit, specific victory condi- 
tions, or a focused pool of forces. For in- 
stance, play the battle of the Coral Sea to 
get a handle on how carriers work. Try the 
struggle for Guadalcanal to test the inter- 
play of naval, land, and air forces. Play 
Rommel's rescue of Italian forces, and his 
clash with the British in North Africa. Run a 
blitzkrieg into France or Poland. Or, since 
you can play any side in the battle scenar- 
ios, see if you can hold out against a 
blitzkrieg. When you're ready for something 
bigger, but not quite as grand as the grand 
campaigns, you can play Hitler's invasion of 
the Soviet Union, the Ardennes offensive, or 
the Allied landing in Normandy. There are 
even battle scenarios built around historical 
sideshows like the Soviet/Finnish fighting or 
the Spanish Civil War. 

Combat is streamlined now so that mov- 
ing a unit into an adjacent province will 
initiate the battle rather than waiting until 
the unit actually arrives. Although it might 
not seem realistic, this “movement is at- 
tack” system makes it easier to manage 
and track combat. A much sleeker inter- 
face with fewer tiny buttons and icons 
makes the whole thing easier to navigate. 
Even the information screens look tidier. 

Research is a lot different in Hearts of 
/ron Il. There's still a detailed tech tree for 
various categories such as infantry, air- 
craft, industry, and so on, although now it’s 
laid out in an easy-to-read flow chart in- 
stead of a long list. The specific research 
projects aren't quite as esoteric. Instead of 
researching steel periscopes, gyrostabi- 














STUBBS THE ZOMBIE IN 
REBEL WITHOUT A PULSE 

Okay, other than the fact that it has one of 
the Most. Inspired. Titles. Ever., this shooter 
uses an enhanced version of the Halo en- 
gine to put you in the bloodless, life-sucking 
boots of Stubbs, as you use zombie 
strength, spread zombie love, possess un- 
suspecting humans, and destroy an entire 
city with the likes of explosive gut grenades, 
zombie sputum, a severed hand that can 
crawl through tight spaces and possess the 
living, a head that doubles as an unholy 
bowling ball, and flatulence beyond the ken 
of mortal men. [Wideload Games] 
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lized bombing sights, or advanced heavy and | can guarantee that the Al in Hearts 

tank gears, for instance, you simply re- of Iron // will be greatly improved,” says de- 

search more advanced categories of subs, signer Joakim Bergqwist. Similarly, Paradox 

planes, and tanks, giving them additional has listened to comments regarding their 

bonuses by working your way along your manuals. They've hired beta tester and 

land, naval, and air doctrine tech trees. A forum moderator Chris Stone to write the PSYCHONAUTS 

helpful overview screen lists all the manual this time. Stone's documentation From thelinsanity of tii Schater (Day of 

bonuses you've learned as well as the most does a superlative job of giving an the Tentacle, Grim Fandango) comes the 

advanced model of each type of unit overview of how the game’s systems work, story of “Raz,” a new Psychonauts recruit, 

you've researched. and then breaking them down individually. who arrives at boot camp only to discover 
In the original game, you paid for re- He offers a neatly organized explanation of LAGER EOE 

search out of the same industrial capacity the elements of the interface, and even a stop the lunatic and save his fellow class- 

you used to build your military, and kept detailed look at the mechanics of combat. mates across thirteen levels. The kicker: 

your population happy with consumer With the Paradox’s trademark exhaustive Raz has the abiitty'to enter the mindsot 

goods. But in Hearts of /ron Il, your industry _ tooltips, the shorter battle scenarios, and others in re to.conquer those inner 

and science are separate. Each country has —_ Stone’s manual, Hearts of /ron // should Sonos Meee 

up to five slots for research projects. You make WWII less complicated, without mak- 

select a particular project and hire a team ing it less complex. This is still a daunting 

to work on it. Teams are based on histori- strategic sprawl—after all, it spans the en- 


cal scientists and companies (you'll find fa- __ tire globe during what was arguably its 
miliar names such as Ford Motor Company, most unruly decade—but this time the 
Albert Einstein, and BMW), each assigned sprawl should be more manageable 

a skill level and areas of expertise, which sooner. —Jom Chick 

will determine how long it will take them to 
Complete a given project. Blueprints, ill- 
gotten or otherwise, will dramatically re- 
duce your research time. You can even 
boost some types of research by building 
rocket facilities or nuclear reactors on the 
map. 

Paradox's games, and specifically Hearts 
of Iron, have been criticized for weak Al. 
“We have listened to the comments re- 
garding the Al in the first Hearts of Iron 





STOLEN 

Using stealth and athleticism, you get to 
lead Amnov Romano, a sexy high-tech 
thief—Hollywood style—on an adventure 
over four areas. Louis Palmer is the voice in 
your ear: advisor, confidant, friend. When an 
everyday job turns sour, you're drawn into a 
web of conspiracy in which you can use 
your gadgets and tools, MacGuyver style, to 
break into and out of various locations such 
as a museum, a prison, and satellite array, 
thieving as you go. [Hip Games] 
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HATEVER ITS FUTURE, SUPERHEROES AND VIDEOGAMES WILL CONTINUE TO BE A DYNAMIC DUO; 
THEY'RE TWO SCHOOLS OF GEEKDOM THAT GO GREAT TOGETHER. HERE'S AN EXPEDITION INSIDE 
THE PHENOMENON, PLUS A LOOK AT THE SOME OF THE BEST (AND WORST) BOTH HAVE TO OFFER. 


uperheroes and videogaming are a 
natural fit. A superhero is someone who 
straddles the worlds of the ordinary and 
extraordinary. He’s a regular guy by a day 
and a powerful crime fighter by night, 
equally acquainted with the mundane and 
the superhuman. 

Computer gaming is similar: You play to expe- 
rience the extraordinary and the superhuman, to be a crime 
fighter (or a villain), to leap tall skyscrapers, lurk in the 
shadows, transform into a hulking brute, or shoot laser 
beams out of your eyes. When you boot up your computer 
and double-click on that icon, you're subconsciously like 
Clark Kent whipping off his glasses and donning his cape. 

Okay, that’s a stretch. It doesn’t take penny-ante pop 
psychology to explain the intersection of gaming and super- 
heroes. This subset of two schools of geekdom— 
videogames and comic book culture—makes perfect sense. 
If anything, it’s surprising that there aren't more games 
about superheroes. Why, for instance, are swords and sor- 
cery so completely pervasive in computer gaming, while 
tights and flying are limited to a few titles, most of them 
half-assed attempts to cash-in on licensed properties? 

Perhaps part of the explanation is that superheroes tend 
to follow a formula: mysterious origin, discovery of powers, 
guidance of a mentor or father figure, secret identity, reso- 
lution of self-doubt, rise of arch-nemesis, imperiled roman- 
tic interest, climactic face off, and fin. At least until next 
issue, Comics are story driven, less about setting and me- 
chanics than points of narrative. So all you can really do 


with Superman is have him beat up bad guys. Historically, 
most superhero games are just a lot of punching 

This is changing. The latest Spider-Man game takes a 
page from Grand Theft Auto, and the latest X-Men game 
uses Diablo as its inspiration. City of Heroes has success- 
fully built a superhero game out of MMO conventions. 
Freedom Force is like an RPG crossed with a real-time strat- 
egy game. Superheroism isn’t just about punching badguys 
anymore. 

And, as comic book properties continue to translate into 
hugely successful movies like Spider-Man and X-Men, we'll 
see the gaming industry follow suit. Of course, for every 
Spider-Man or X-Men movie, there's a Daredevil, Punisher, 
Hulk, and Catwoman. But it’s worth noting that all these 
properties have been translated into games based not on 
the comics, but on the movies. And it's worth noting that 
the non-awful movies, Spider-Man and X-Men, were re- 
cently translated into top-notch games (albeit for console 
systems only). When Hollywood hits pay dirt, gaming is 
bound to come sniffing around before too long. Consider 
that the WWII craze was a product of Saving Private Ryan. 
Look around to see how few Lord of the Rings games there 
were before the Fellowship of the Ring opened in 2001. Is a 
superhero craze right around the corner? Or are we already 
in one? There aren't that many prominent superhero games 
on the way, so it’s likely that the renaissance is running its 
course. But whatever its future, superheroes and 
videogames will continue to be a dynamic duo. 
Contributors: Arnold T. Blumberg, Tom Chick, Eric 
Moro, and Brett Todd 
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the fun is the character 
y creation system, which 
is partly about figuring 
out which powers you'll 

— have, but mostly about 
figuring out what you're going to wear when you're fight- 
ing crime. Although you don't get a cape until you're level 
20 (talk about incentivizing the character advancement), 
the variety of outfits makes this a great, big, colorful, wild, 
comic book of an MMO. Who needs a licensing deal 
when you have thousands of players using thousands of 
options to express themselves? Although there are story 
elements built into the missions, City of Heroes is very 
much about beating up bad guys. It's a prime example of 
how comic books in general, and superheroes in particu- 
can breathe new life into a genre. 
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CITY OF HEROES 


NCSoft/Cryptic Studios | 


City of Heroes reminds you 
early on that it’s all about the 
dress up. It's seems like half 


GAMES FOR THE AGES 


SOME COMIC BOOK GAMES ACTUALLY TURNED 
OUT WELL IN THE LAST 25 YEARS; HERE ARE 
THE TRULY SUPER ONES. 


FREEDOM FORCE 


Irrational Games | 2002 
This wasn’t chosen because its 







sequel is on the cover; it was 
picked for two reasons: 1) It 
lifted the curse of the cancelled 
superhero games (see page 52) 
and made the world safe again 
for superhero games, and 2) It's 
better written, drawn, and 
voiced than a computer game 














has any business being. The 
gameplay was occasionally 
rocky, mixing real-time strategy with role-playing to sometimes overwhelming 











SPIDER-MAN 2 
Activision/Treyarch | 2004 
This isn’t the awful PC game; 
the console version of the 





} movie is a slick combination of 
open-ended Grand Theft Auto 
city roaming with a web- 
swinging scheme every bit as 
simple, deep, and gratifying as 
a Tony Hawk game. Sam 

Raimi’s movies captured wonderfully what it must 
fee] like to soar through canyons of skyscrapers, 
skimming the streets, and then whipping up and over 
roofs, to hang in the air for a few crucial seconds 
while you fire another web and do it all again. This 
game is built on this, turning you loose in Manhattan 
to swing to your heart's desire. In fact, if it weren't for 
the web swinging upgrades you get when you ac- 
complish missions, you might be tempted to just let 
Dr. Doom have New York while you swing away the 
days and nights. If you're a Spidey fan, this is almost 
reason enough to get a console. 







effect, but the style was pitch-perfect, adroitly balancing the line between 
homage and satire. With spirited voice acting and inspired artwork, this was 
one of the year's better looking and sounding games. The characters’ back- 
stories were clever, entertaining nuggets seeded throughout the plot, which 
managed to combine nearly every comic book convention you could imagine: 
evil clones, dinosaurs, robots, mobsters, time travel, you name it. 


SUPERMAN 


Atari | 1979 

That's right, 1979. This Atari 2600 game 

came out a year before Adventure. It 

used the same engine as Adventure, at a 

time when they weren't even called en- 
gines. It was also ahead of its time in how it tried to incorporate bits of 
Superman lore into the gameplay. You used X-ray vision to scout ahead. You 
had to avoid hovering kryptonite meteors. A phone booth would let you 
transform from Clark Kent to Superman. Then there’s the fact that it was so 
open-ended; you flew around Metropolis rounding up Lex Luthor and his 
henchman, looking for pieces of a bridge they'd destroyed, and trying to pro- 
tect Lois Lane. The elements were randomized and yau had a time limit, so it 
was built for replayability. And, boy, those graphics. Look, up in the air! It's a 
bird, it's a plane, it's a blue-and-red blob of about fifteen enormous pixels 
with a five-pixel cape billowing behind it! 


X-MEN LEGENDS 


Activision/Raven Software | 2004 
Wearing its love of the license on its sleeve, Raven Software took the basic Diablo formula—beat up lots of 
bad guys, level up your character, repeat—and applied it to the X-Men’s group dynamics. You take four mu- 


bad guys. The action is set in a breakable world, which is a crucial part of what happens when superheroes 
B hit each other so hard that walls collapse, cars get knocked over, and personal property isn't safe. But it ul- 
timately comes down to how well Raven has built details of the X-Men universe into Legends, whether it's 
the basic gameplay, the optional missions, or the rewards you get for exploring. Like the Activsion’s Spider- 
Man game, this is a great example of how recent superhero games don’t have to just be about punching. 
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MAD! ABOUT GAMES 






JOE “MAD!” MADUREIRA ON HIS DUAL ROLE AS COMIC BOOK 
ARTIST AND VIDEOGAME CO-CREATOR 


By Arnold T. Blumberg 


Comic book artist Joe Madureira 
(Deadpool, Battle Chasers) isn’t just play- 
ing around with videogames. On the con- 
trary, he takes his new role as Art Director 
at NCSoft very seriously. He's currently 
working on a top-secret project for the 
game company, and notes it’s his work in 
the comics industry that prepared him for 
this very different adventure. 

“A lot of people in the game industry 
were familiar with the work | had done in 
comics, and it helped give me some 


credibility,” says Madureira. “Since | had 
no real experience in games, and no 
‘shipped titles,’ it probably saved me a 
couple years of climbing up the ladder 
into my current position. Comics and 
games both rely heavily on visual presen- 
tation and cool character designs, two 
areas I'm focused on at the moment” 
The similarities don’t end there, how- 
ever. Madureira sees the audiences for 
games and comics as one and the same. 
Now, if only gamers would notice comics. 





“It's a pretty different market, but it’s 
made up of a lot of the same people,” he 
says. “| would go out on a limb and say 
that at least 95% of comic buyers also 
play games. Unfortunately, that’s only a 
couple hundred thousand people com- 
pared to the millions who are avid game 
consumers. If only gamers could find 
their way to the local comic shop.” 

When it comes to these two powerful 
forces in pop culture, Madureira thinks 
both worlds have a good deal to learn 
from each other. 

“| think that game companies work 
harder to penetrate the mainstream,” he 
says. “Comics are still pretty niche. It's a 
lot about artistic expression, [but] that 
mentality hurts the industry. On the flip 
side, | wish game companies were more 
daring. They only want to do things with 
broad appeal. Millions of dollars are rid- 
ing on the product's success. Niche is 
evil. [So] there’s a lot of the same old 
thing, with very few innovative products.” 

Madureira wants to do his part to raise 
the bar, but he faces some daunting 
challenges. 

“One big headache is that things that 
look good on paper don’t always work well 
in a 3-D environment,” he says. “It’s easy 
to ‘hide’ things in an illustration. You pick 
the optimal angle and you draw only that 
side. Not so in 3D. Taking animation into 
account was something | had to learn” 

Obstacles aside, Madureira is excited 
about the possibilities. 

“Working with these talented people 
and seeing it all come together has been 
a highlight of my professional career” 

As for the future, Madureira doesn't 
just think the lines between media are 
blurring; they've disappeared entirely. 

“It's already happened. You've got 
games based on movies that are based 
on comics. | walked into Best Buy yester- 
day and Hellboy was plastered all over 
the place. It brought a tear to my eye. It’s 
just the beginning.” 
































































CYBERMAGE: DARKLIGHT AWAKENING 


Origin Systems | 1995 

This cyberpunk-themed game was a sort of action-oriented System 
Shock, leaning heavily toward first-person shooting, but it had all the 
trappings of a superhero game. The cover art on the box was clearly in- 
spired by comic books. The origin story is typical superhero stuff: After 
getting killed trying to save someone's life, you're raised from the dead 
by a mysterious and powerful patron who plants a gem in your forehead, 
long before Diablo made it a fashionable style. The gem gives you special 
powers, which you improve as you play the game. In addition to fighting, 
you also had to watch out for, and interact with, neutral civilians in the 
futuristic cities; there were even driveable vehicles. Cybermage was one 
of Origin’s many underappreciated gems, and it was created by some of 
the biggest names in the industry: programmer D.W. Bradley was known 
for the Wizardry series, designer Harvey Smith would go on to design the 
Deus Ex games, and producer Warren Spector, well, he’s Warren Spector. 


SAM & MAX HIT THE ROAD 

Lucas Arts | 1993 

Calling the Freelance Police superheroes might be a bit of stretch, but one 
of LucasArts’ masterpieces of the ‘90s belongs here. Sam & Max are su- 
perheroic, with the way they mixed crimefighting, noir, outrageous humor, 
and sly writing. This game belongs on any top games list it can weasel its 
way onto. You followed the adventures of a canine gumshoe and a pant- 
less rabbit—whose hyperkinetic energy was kind of like a superpower—as 
they crossed the country and visited memorable locations like Snuckey’s, 
the World's Largest Ball of Twine, the Mystery Vortex, and a carnival’s 
Wak-A-Rat booth. The gameplay combined typical adventuring with the 
occasional minigame. 


SUPERHERO LEAGUE OF HOBOKEN 


Legend Entertainment | 1994 

This was the first time adventure game designer Steve Meretzky transi- 
tioned completely from text into graphics, but this is also notable for being 
One of the few non-action superhero games. It was evenly split between 
Meretzky’s well-established adventure gaming, driven by dialogue with 
NPCs and inventory puzzles, and a fairly sophisticated RPG combat sys- 
tem, with superpowers and inventory management for each character. Of 
course, Meretzky’s trademark humor was front and center throughout. 
The superhero theme was strictly tongue-in-cheek, with the League con- 
Sisting of members like Robomop, Crimson Tape, Captain Excitement, Iron 
fummy, and Tropical Oil Man. The villains were folks like Dr. Entropy and 
the Poughkeepsie Warlord. The setting was the Eastern Seaboard follow- 
ing a toxic apocalypse. And the climactic battle involved a lot of bananas. 





THE SIDEKICKS 


NOT EVERYONE CAN BE AN A-LIST SU- 
PERHERO, AND NOT ALL GAMES ARE 
GOOD ENOUGH TO BE “GAMES FOR THE 
AGES.” 


SHADOW MAN 

Acclaim | 1999 

A former Chicago mobster with a literary education finds 
a magical mask that lets him shift into Deadside, a sinister 
netherworld in which he becomes a voodoo superhero. 
Acclaim made a game from this unique comic book in an 
attempt to duplicate the success of Jurok, another of its 
comic book properties. Shadow Man didn't catch on, but it 
was successful enough for a sequel in 2002 called 2econd 
Coming, which featured improved combat and stealth ele- 
ments before they were annoying. The games were basi- 
cally third-person action/exploration in the style of Tomb 
Raider, but they mixed in platformer conventions like col- 
lecting coins (dark souls in this case), non-linear progres- 
sion by letting you pick where you wanted to go as you 
unlocked new areas, and new powers that would interact 
with previous levels in a new way (a la Metroid). The dark 
look might have been a turn-off to some gamers, but the 
voodoo spirituality and horror theme were a welcome 
change of scenery from other superhero games. 


SPY VS. SPY 

First Star Software 

| 1984 

It's arguable whether 

White and Black are 

superheroes, but they 

do come from a 
comic book of sorts. The pointy-nosed characters from Mad 
Magazine were the subject of one of the earliest instances of 
a multiplayer game on a computer. You played it split- 
screen, with your opponent sitting next to you. The missions 
were like timed deathmatches, with the two of you racing 
around the level to find weapons, set traps, and pummel 
each other. The series consisted of two additional titles, 
Island Caper and Arctic Antics, each built around the split- 
screen multiplayer gimmick. Note that creator Michael 
Riedel is now the guy responsible for the Postal games, 
which might explain where he got the inspiration for all that 
game's comically grotesque mutilation. 
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COMICS. EVER. 


WHAT NEW COMIC BOOK TITLES AND LONG- 
AWAITED PROJECTS WILL HAVE FANS HOVER 
ING AROUND COMIC SHOPS IN 2005? READ ON. 





GREEN LANTERN 

DC Comics | Geoff Johns/Artist 

Unknown 

In one of the most anticipated returns in 

superhero history, Silver Age Green 

Lantern Hal Jordan will take up the ring 

and lantern once more in an ongoing se- 
] ties set to debut in spring. Johns will 

script the monthly follow-up to his own 

mini-series, 2004's Green Lantern: Rebirth. 


NEW AVENGERS 
Marvel Comics | Brian Michael 
)| Bendis/David Finch 
This re-launch of the venerable team 
3 title could be the start of a new and 
4 glorious era for the superhero group, 
or just another blip in their decades- 
long membership shuffle. This time, 
Captain America headlines a team 
mi featuring unlikely loners like Spider- 
... Wolverine? 


ri 
SUPER) VILLAINS 


IT’S TOO BAD THE “CURSE OF THE SUPER- 
HERO GAME” DIDN’T CLAIM ANY OF THESE AS 
VICTIMS; WE WISH THESE HAD GOTTEN AWAY. 


CATWOMAN 

Here's one for the cat box. 
Is it any coincidence that Freedom Force’s mysterious superhero- 
mutating matter was called Energy X? We think not. Atari's 


quick-n’-dirty budgetware was an attempt to cash-in on Freedom 
Force’s critical success. It was just as good as you'd expect. 


MARVEL VS. CAPCOM 


Way to reinforce the idea that superheroes aren't good for any- 
thing but punching people! We always thought it was kind of silly 


having Ryu and Spider-Man getting into a 2D slapfight. There have 
| been a few of these games, so apparently some of you disagree. 
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SABLE 
IDW | Mike Grell 

Continuing the resurrection of the 
lineup from ‘80s comic book publish- 
ing phenom First Comics, Sable brings 
back mercenary-for-hire Jon Sable in 
a new mini-series from one of the 
fastest-growing new comic publishers 
in the industry. 


WALKING DEAD 
Image Comics | Robert 
Kirkman/Charlie Adlard 
This zombie apocalypse saga has grown 
in support and acclaim thanks to solid 
storytelling, superb artwork, and a grass- 
roots fanbase that can’t get enough of a 
world overrun by the living dead. 
Entering its second year in 2005, 
Kirkman’s black-and-white horror serial 
looks set to become even more powerful 
if and award-worthy. 


WHAT IF? 
Marvel Comics | Various 

The last time Marvel resurrected this 
“imaginary story” anthology series it was 
pretty lame. This time, they've recruited 
fan faves like Brian Michael Bendis, 
Kevin Smith, and Ed Brubaker to reveal 
such tantalizing tidbits as “What if 
Jessica Jones (of Bendis’ Alias) joined 
the Avengers?” 


SPIDER-MAN 2 


This would be the PC version of the game based 
on the movie. It was Activision pulling the wool 
over the eyes of gamers by marketing and packag- 
ing a lame kiddie game as if it was the same thing 
as the console version. It’s not even close. Different 
developer, different game, whole new level of suck. 


TUROK 
Acclaim’s many. Turok games are, hands down, 
the best buggy first-person shooters about 
Native American dinosaur hunters using laser 
guns and compound bows that you'll ever play. 
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a The Matrix has only/ju begun to give up its secrets. 
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By Arnold T. Blumberg 


Comic book creator Paul Chadwick of 
Concrete fame didn’t need to take the 
“red pill” to get clued into the Matrix; he 
just had to know one of its designers. 
“My first Matrix connection came 
through comics artist [and friend] Geof 
Darrow,” says Chadwick. “He designed 
much of the cool hardware in the Matrix 
films. He called me when the [Matrix cre- 
ators, the Wachowski brothers] wanted 
comics on their website. | wound up doing 
three stories so far, the first of which, ‘Déja 
vu,’ will appear in the second hard copy 
anthology of The Matrix Comics’ 

Now, Chadwick is taking on the addi- 


HARDWIRED FOR ADVENTURE 


CONCRETE CREATOR PAUL CHADWICK TRADES CHISELING OUT 
COMIC BOOKS FOR A CHANCE TO MOLD THE MATRIX ONLINE 


tional challenge of helping to shape his 
own corner of the Matrix franchise—The 
Matrix Online. “It was the Wachowskis 
who had the idea of tapping me to write 
[its] ongoing story,” he says. “My respon- 
sibility is the ‘global’ story that advances 
week-by-week through dropped hints, 
visible changes in the world, occasional 
movies or ‘cinematics,’ and the newspa- 
per published in the world, The Sentinel. 
Other writers, led by lead designer Toby 
Ragaini, write the intricate set of mis- 
sions, many of which respond to the on- 
going story” 

Chadwick admits he needed a bit of 


coaching from fellow creators Ragaini, 
Adam Bormann, and William Westwater 
in regards to how to tell an online story, 
but his “old-fashioned” print comics ex- 
perience also came in handy. 

“This style of storytelling is like nothing 
else,” says Chadwick. “The closest | can 
think of is murder-mystery dinner theatre 
spread out across an entire city, with hun- 
dreds of actors mingling with the audience. 
My comics and storyboarding background 
was useful mainly in that | storyboard the 
cinematics and draw character designs.” 

Having seen reality from two sides, 
Chadwick values the ability to create 
comics solo, but he also appreciates the 
opportunity to work in a group setting. 

“Comics are a wonderful personal out- 
let if you can manage it financially to do 
your own material,” says Chadwick. 
“Comics are saved, treasured, and 


THE NEXT WAVE 


ANOTHER BATCH OF COMIC BOOK 
GAMES IS ON THE WAY; HERE ARE 
A FEW TO WATCH FOR IN 2005 AND 
BEYOND. 


BATMAN BEGINS 

Electronic Arts | 2005 

The next Batman game is scheduled for a simultaneous re- 
lease with this summer's Christian Bale movie. Jason Hall from 
Warner Brothers Interactive, the co-publisher, calls it an “edgy 
action game” in the press release. He says it'll be based on a 
“darker depiction of Batman that we've all been waiting for” 
Considering the ridiculous colorful excesses of the last 
movies, any depiction of Batman short of an episode of Pee 
Wee's Playhouse would be hard pressed not to be darker. The 
game will be created by Eurocom, a large British development 
house responsible for a wide range of games, from the Spyro 
the Dragon kiddie platformer, to an upcoming Predator title, to 
2004 Athens, the latest official Olympics game. 
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reprinted. That's very satisfying for an one of the great pleasures of gaming.” 


artist. Movies and games, for all their As for the future, Chadwick looks 
magnitudes of greater cultural impact, beyond the code to a day when all of 
are relatively ephemeral. [But] | love us are plugged into the Matrix... for 


being part of a team of smart people Teal. 

working under pressure. It reminds me of “Video/computer games will 

my days in the movie business. Drawing steadily advance in technology 

alone in your studio for a publication a and irresistibility until they can 

year in the future, for all its quiet pleas- just seal us into our red plas- 

ures, doesn't offer that esprit d’corps”’ tic pods on the battery tow- 
Chadwick also sees areas in which ers.” 

comics and games could learn from one 

another. 


‘Game designers would do well to 
imbed stories of character—people react- 
ing to stress in idiosyncratic ways, with 
their own verbal styles—in games,” says 
Chadwick. “Comics do that well. And 
comics could stand to provide more of 
the ‘discovery of the unobvious’ that 
games do well. Those ‘a ha’ moments are 





PUNISHER 


Vivendi Universal | 
2005-ish 
Fortunately, it isn’t 
based on the mid- 
dling movie, so it 
won't involve John 
Travolta chewing the 
CITY OF VILLAINS scenery, Swordfish- 
THQ | January 2005 style. This game will be based on Marvel's grim series about a 
With this expansion for City of Heroes, Cryptic Studios will let brutal vigilante, although Thomas Jane will reprise his role by 
players create new characters with new abilities to use for new doing the voice work. The Punisher looks largely like typical 3D 
kinds of missions: fighting on the flip side of truth and justice, action fare, heavy on the gunplay and with its own bullet time 
for the powers of chaos and misrule. Eventually, villains will be gimmick, but the selling point seems to be the ability to torture 
able to enter Paragon City to engage in player vs. player com- bad guys to get information from them. The E3 demo involved 
bal with the goody-two-shoes superheroes who live there. In threatening to shove someone into a wood chipper, and then 
addition to one-on-one battles, Cryptic has plans for team bat- doing it anyway after he tells you what you want to know. 

tles, and perhaps some form of territorial control using relics Perhaps the biggest selling point is that it's being created by 
and possibly the secret lairs villains will also be able to con- Volition, the half of the Descent developers who split off to make 
struct. Based on the concept alone, this will likely be the best the Freespace, Summoner, and Red Faction games. 
thing to happen to City of Heroes since capes. 






MARVEL MMO 
NCSoft | Fall 2005 


“Marvel is perfectly suited to massively multiplayer gaming as we are a ‘universe’ unto ourselves,” said Marvel COO Bill Jemas in the press 
release announcing their deal with Vivendi Universal to develop a massively multiplayer online RPG. “Our fans like to live and breathe their 


favorite characters, and this gives them the opportunity to do that 24 hours a day if they like” The deal gives Vivendi exclusive rights for ten 
years to online games using Marvel's 4,700 characters, You read that right: 4,700 characters, which is more than the population of some 
small towns. It's not clear how they're going to translate this licensing into an MMO, since of those 4,700 characters, everyone's going to 
want to be either Wolverine or Spiderman. What's to become of the other 4,698 characters? We'll find out more as the unspecified 2005 (or 
more likely, beyond) release date draws nearer. 
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SILVER S$CREEN 
MARVELS 


THINK THAT LIVE-ACTION COMIC BOOK 
ADAPTATIONS ARE ON THE WAY OUT? THINK 
AGAIN: HERE'S A SAMPLE OF WHAT 2005 
HAS TO OFFER. 


BATMAN BEGINS 


irector: Christopher 

Nolan | Warner Bros. | 
June 17, 2005 
This promises to be the 
Batman movie fans have 
been clamoring for. 
Reaching back to reveal the 
character's years of training 
How did he become such a 


CONSTANTINE 

Director: Francis Lawrence | Warner Bros. | 
February 11, 2005 

Based on the “mature readers” title Hellblazer from DC 
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ELEKTRA 

4 Director: Rob Bowman | 20th 
Century Fox | January 14, 2005 
Perhaps the most (only?) memo- 
rable part of 2003's Daredevil was 
Jennifer Garner's Greek assassin 


FANTASTIC FOUR 
Director: Tim Story | 20th Century 
Fox | July 1, 2005 

For a while, it looked like this project 



















GUNS DONT 
KILL PEOPLE. 
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THE PUNISHER 


ORIGINAL STORY BY GARTH ENNIS AND JIMMY PALMIOTTI 
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W 4. TIGHT CONTROLS, SLICK GRAPHICS... OVER 100 UNIQUE WAYS TO PUNISH CRIME. 
: AND MORE SCRIPTED VIOLENCE THAN EVEN 4«.,. THE WAY YOU CAN INTERROGATE YOUR ENEMIES 
WE THOUGHT POSSIBLE.” -!GN 1S JUST AMAZING.” - THEPUNISHER.COM 
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THE FANTASTIC FIVE 


WE ALL LOVE SPIDER-MAN, BUT HERE'S A 
QUINTET OF COMICS THAT SOMEBODY SHOULD 
CONSIDER MAKING INTO A GAME. 


BLACKHAWK 


Here's a real blast from 
HOWARD CARIN | the past. The Blackhawk 
books, featuring a Polish- 
American WWII flier and 
his buddies taking on the 
Nazi menace, haven't 
been really popular since 
the 1950s, despite a great 
Howard Chaykin-penned 
update in 1987, and DC 
Comics’ occasional at- 
tempts to bring the series 
back to life. It’s hard to 
imagine a Blackhawk 
game being anything but 
boak'cuio fantastic. Missions could 
me take place on the air or on 
the ground. Blackhawk and the other members of his air corps 
could be shooting down Messerschmidts in an action-oriented 
flight sim reminiscent of Crimson Skies one moment, then first- 
person-shooting their way through a Nazi stronghold the next. 
Also, due to Blackhawk going MIA from comic-store shelves 
since 1992, licensing would be really cheap. So what are you de- 
velopers waiting for? 


MAY, 1939 


DETECTIVE 
Comics 


Yes, there have been 1,045 
Batman games made over 
the years, but virtually all of 
them have been made for 
consoles. This singular focus 
neglects the character's 
| sleuthing skills as first ex- 
posed in Detective Comics 
way back in issue #27, May, 
1939, It would be great to 
see a well-rounded Batman 
game where the Dark 
Knight divides his time be- 
tween sneaking around like Garrett in the Thief series, solving 
crimes like a cowled Sherlock Holmes, and, of course, occasion- 
ally beating the living hell out of baddies like the Joker. If you set 
the game during the caped crusader’s early career, a /a the out- 
standing Batman. Year One miniseries from Frank Miller, you 
could even toss in some roleplaying elements since Bats would 
just be beginning his crime-fighting career. 
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Fanlastic® FANTASTIC FOUR 
It seems inevitable that some 
/ a sort of tie-in will be cranked out 
r. for the forthcoming movie, but 
regardless, the diverse powers 
and personalities make this an 
intriguing idea. It would proba- 
bly have to be a third-person 
action romp, although it would- 
n't have to be a simple beat- 
em-up. Levels with The Thing 
could be smash-everything 
frenzies, but those starring the 
Invisible Woman could be se- 
date and stealth-based. Mr. 
Fantastic’s scientific skills would be ideal when solving puzzles, 
and the Human Torch’s flying and, er, Flame on!-ing could mean 
acrobatics and shooting flame balls. Hopefully, the success of X- 
Men Legends opens up developers’ minds when thinking about 
what can be done with superhero team comics. 


HELLBLAZER 


Hollywood and console 
gaming have finally taken 
note of this legendary horror 
book created by Jamie 
Delano, but seeing the king 
of horror-comic antiheroes 
turned into a occult Dirty 
Harry will not be pretty. So 
maybe a computer-game 
developer will do the right 
thing and adapt Hel/blazer 
properly as an RPG with ad- 
venture elements. Loads of 
great story arcs from the 16- 
year history of the comic 
could serve as the plot. 
Current 3D technology would make Constantine’s famous trench- 
coat look really, really cool, so this game just has to be made. 


Okay, this is more of a “wouldn't it 
be neat” selection than anything 
else; who knows how you could turn. 
Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’ opus 
into a game. Perhaps a game could 
be constructed around Rorschach’'s 
search for the superhero murderer 
that occupies a goad part of the 
miniseries, accompanied by flash- 
backs to events that led to his de- 
mentia. It sure wouldn't be PG—the 
harrowing Roche kidnapping scene 
with the dogs would be worth a Mature rating all on its own— 
but it could be an intriguing action-adventure mix. 








AEON FLUX 


Viacom made a few attempts to bring to MTV's animated 
series about a long-legged, scantily-clad, tight-lipped, 
nnially-slain assassin to gaming. Aeon Flux was 
bound originally for the N64/Sega Genesis, but the proj- 
ect went to the purple-suited superhero Phantom and be- 
came Phantom 2040. Aeon Flux was then assigned to 
French developer Cryo Interactive, known mainly for its 
aciyenture games. The project was cancelled without ex- 
planation, but it likely had something to do with flagging 
ratings for the television show. It’s worth noting that this 
siring of bad fuck in gaming might also apply to the Aeon 
Fiux movie; the production was suspended ten days into 


THE CURSED 


THE “CURSE OF THE SUPERHERO GAME” HAS 
CLAIMED NUMEROUS VICTIMS OVER THE YEARS. 
HERE ARE FIVE THAT GOT AWAY. 


DAREDEVIL 


He's a blind lawyer by day, a blind super- 
hero by night. Daredevil is known to non- 
comic fans as Ben Affleck in a ridiculous 
red leather outfit. The game was a high-pro- 
file title in development at Encore Software, 
the company responsible for the wretched 
Sd/dner, and the mediocre Speliforce and 
Sacred. Encore’s parent company, Navarre, 
cited in fiscal reports Daredevil’s excessive 
development cost in their decision to cancel 
it. Like GT Interactive canceling the Barb Wire PlayStation game, this was 
probably good news. It's worth noting that both licenses eventually made 
their way into a game: Daredevil was a poorly received Gameboy cart and 


shooting after star Charlize Theron injured her neck doing 


her own stunt work. 


CHAMPIONS 


Hero Games’ pen-and-paper RPG from the 
80s was being translated into a computer 
game, to be developed by Hero Software, 
an offshoot of the pen-and-paper company, 
and published by Konami. A lot of the ap- 
peal of the Champions system was its wide- 
open character design, something carried 
over into games like Freedom Force and 
City of Heroes. The computer version would 
have been like an adventure game with var- 
ious storylines, including separate subplots 
involving your character's secret identity 

1 day-to-day non-superhero life. After 

ig shown at the Consumer Electronics 
Show in 1991, it was abruptly cancelled. In 
an interview with Gamespot, Hero Games’ 
Steve Peterson says the development team 
came apart’ when the project was about 
halfway to completion. He cited the two 
‘ead programmers divorcing each other and 
the rest of the team feeling like the project 
was “beyond [their] scope.” 





Barb Wire was a Gottlieb pinball machine. 


GUARDIANS: AGENTS OF 
JUSTICE 


You would have been the leader of the Star 
Council, recruiting from a couple dozen he- 
toes, including some you could customize 
with your choice of over fifty powers and 
skills. You would have fought various criminal 
organizations in turn-based tactical combat. 
The action would have been played on ran- 
domly generated maps with destroyable terrain and objects. Between missions, you 
would have conducted research back at your base to discover new powers and 
items. With multiplayer support, this sounded like a game with seriously long legs. Its 
cancellation was notoriously heartbreaking, since it was built on a proven formula: 
take X-Com and swap out soldiers and aliens for superheroes and villains. It was the 
heyday of the relationship between developer SimTex and publisher MicroProse. Both 
companies had proven their penchant for incredibly addictive games. What could go 
wrong? It depends on who you believe. There was a fair amount of unsubstantiated 
dirty laundry aired on the Internet after Guardians was cancelled in 1999. The indica- 
tions were that SimTex was mismanaging the whole thing, or MicroProse was on the 
decline and unable to support further development. Either way, gamers eager for a 
coo! superhero game or a great follow-up to X-Com were the big losers. 


THE [NDESTRUCTIBLES 


Bullfrog’s superhero game was also known as My Incredible Super Team, or MLLS.T. It 
sounded like Bullfrog was building on its basic Magic Carpet design, allowing you to 
fly around a city fighting crime in a free-form non-linear environment. Like Magic 
Carpet, the intention was to build it on an ambitious engine that featured deformable 
terrain. You would have been able to knock over buildings and throw cars around. 
Advanced physics and character animation were also discussed. After a long on- 
again, off-again development process, The /ndestructibles was finally cancelled for 
unspecified reasons. For a while, Bullfrog's Peter Molyneux talked about it in inter- 
views as if it was something the company might revisit. 
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Nobody's going to confuse the South 
Boston home of Irrational Games for 
stately Wayne Manor. While the 19th 
century pile has a shabby chic appeal, 
it certainly doesn’t look like the domi- 
cile of billionaire Bruce Wayne. For 
starters, Bruce’s massive fireplaces probably 
aren't bookended by shelves crammed with old 
game boxes. And the subway line that runs underneath the struc- 
ture would probably interfere with the operation of a Batcave. 

Still, it wouldn’t be smart to put anything past Irrational at this 
point. The developer has made its headquarters as big a landmark 
in the comic-book world as Batman's not-so-humble digs, thanks 
to a love letter to 1960s-era Silver Age superheroes called 
Freedom Force. That 2002 real-time strategy game was such a hit 
with critics and fans that Irrational is coming up with a sequel that 
Pays homage to the WW II-era Golden Age of comics. 

And just as in the “real” superhero world of DC Comics and 
Timely in the 1940s, when every hero worth his cape and cowl 
fought both crime and the Axis, Freedom Force vs. The Third Reich 
will have heroes like Minuteman and Mentor battling Hitler's 
goose-stepping hordes. Where the first game was an ode to Jack 
“King” Kirby-style art, and the fun of fighting Communism, the 
New one focuses on a simpler time where the good guys wear 
Spangly tights, and the bad guys wear Iron Crosses. 


New scenery tops the tenements of Patriot City. Look closely and you'll 
see neon signs and PSAs from members of Freedom Force. 


“We'd done our tribute to the Silver Age with the first game, so 
we wanted to go back to the birthplace of comics books,” says 
Irrational’s Ken Levine [who also contributes the “View from the 
Middle” column in this magazine —ed], with one eye on a monitor 
where associate producer Bill Gardner shows a mission where 
Freedom Force faces a melange of Nazi soldiers and floating 
brains called Eyes of the Reich. “Just like we went back to the 
Silver Age to meet the sort of heroes that | first got into as a kid 
growing up in the late 70s,” says Levine, “now we're going back to 
meet the heroes that Freedom Force grew up with. | thought it 
would be cool to tell a story where Minuteman could meet his 
comicbook heroes.” 

Judging by the demo missions, origin movies, and storyboards 
shown, that story will be similar to the time-warping team-ups that 
allowed DC Comics’ Silver Age Justice League of America to team 
up with its Golden Age predecessors in the Justice Society of 
America. Those JLA-JSA crossover stories were big in the late ‘60s 
and early 70s, so anyone who grew up reading comics back then 
will find this tale a blast from the past. 

Although Levine doesn’t want to spoil the new story, he will fess 
up to some details. Most of the messing about with time and 
space comes courtesy of a new femme fatale (with a southern 
drawl you might recognize...) called Entropy. As with all the best 
comic-book villains, she’s a former hero turned to the dark side 
when a good deed goes awry. Instead of saving a life, she warps 
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[above] Meet Blitzkrieg, big-brained Nazi villain and arch-foe of 
Tricolour. [below] Tricolour was drawn in an old-fashioned style 
with speed in mind. Check out the crude shadows, drawn with 
simple squiggly lines. 


Not only does Freedom Force vs. The Third Reich capture the 
Nazi-smashing spirit of the Golden Age of comic books, 
artist Robb Waters has nailed the look of the era as well. 
Just as the original Freedom Force paid tribute to the iconic 
art style popularized by the likes of Jack Kirby and John 
Romita in the late 1960s, the sequel honors the more slap- 
dash illustrations of the 1940s. Comic Book Guy would be 
impressed. 
“Looking back at early comics, you can really see that these 
guys were working with speed in mind,” says Waters. “They 
really cranked it out, so the art was a lot more crude, lacking 
the detail we take for granted from the 1960s-on. A lot of 
the time there wasn’t even any scenery for most panels. 
You'd just get a close-up of a character's face and a dia- 
logue balloon on a color backdrop.” 
Differences between the art styles are most apparent in the 
origin storyboards. While the new Silver Age heroes in The 
Third Reich are given the same Kirbyish treatment the origi- 
nal members of Freedom Force received in the earlier 
game, their new Golden Age counterparts have a 
much different look. 
Storyboards for the Tricolour origin could have been 
taken straight from a WWIl-era issue of Detective 
Comics. Angular faces lack fine characteristics. 
Expressions are muted, or at least missing that “I’m 
about to have an aneurysm” grimace that every su- 
perhero wore in the late 1960s. There are virtually 
no backdrops, and shadows are indicated by black 
lines sketched in with a marker. You can even see 
the big dots that were a hallmark of old comics, due 
to the unrefined printing process and use of 
newsprint. 
In short, the new art is plenty impressive. It perfectly 
separates the Golden Age missions from those set in 
the Silver Age, and establishes a mood that any seri- 
ous four-color geek can’t help but appreciate. 
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Golden Age hero Sky King leads the charge into battle thanks to his 
handy jetpack. 


reality via temporal holes, and sends Freedom Force back to the 
1940s. Only Minuteman, El Diablo, Mentor, the Ant, and their 
friends can save the universe from unraveling... but first they'll 
have to kick Nazi ass with the aid of some additional Golden and 
Silver Age allies. 


Six new long-underwear types will be 

making an appearance in Freedom 

Force vs. The Third Reich, three from 

each era. The new “contemporary” heroes, 

who gained their abilities courtesy of the mysterious Element X in- 
troduced in the first game, are Quetzalcoatl, a Hispanic boy who 
gains the ability to channel the Aztec god; Green Genie, a verdant 
Muslim woman who escapes her domineering sheik daddy by ac- 
quiring superpowers that include the ability to fly with a carpet; 
and Tombstone, a grim avenger with a Ghost Rider vibe. 

Each of the Golden Age heroes represents a country fighting 
the Axis. Levine describes them as “gadgeteers, essentially normal 
people who become superheroes thanks to hardware, not Element 
X” America is represented by Sky King, a movie star who decides 
to fight the Nazis by tinkering with his prop jetpack so he can re- 
ally fly. Britain is championed by Blackjack, a scientist who stops a 
German saboteur with the use of an acid-dipped playing card and 
then chooses to fight the Axis on the front lines. And France has 
the joie de vivre of Tricolour, an Olympic fencing champion who 
leads the French Resistance with her saber. 

All were written by Levine, who seems most proud of Tombstone. 
This character, who looks more like a villain with his skull mask 
and silver death’s head pistols, is a nod to the anti-heroes that 
started to show up in comics during the Bronze Age of the 1970s. 
The origin that we were shown—where Nathan Graves begins a 
new, um, life as Tombstone after being wrongly convicted and exe- 
cuted for the murder of his wife—was dark enough to bring to 
mind both Ghost Rider and the Punisher, two icons of that era. 








[above] Later missions revolve around stopping 
Entropy’s evil plan to destroy all existence by opening 
up temporal holes in reality (you’ve gotta love comic- 
book science). [right] Many characters now come 
with special effects that are constantly generated. El 
Diablo, for instance, is perpetually wreathed in flame. 


Irrational Games never planned Freedom Force to be a one-off. According to Ken Levine, the devel- 
oper intended to follow the 1960s Silver Age setting of the original game with a look at the same 
heroes in the Bronze Age of the 1970s. Groovy costumes, social protests, drug awareness, and the 
rise of the anti-hero would make for another great game. 

Or so he thought. When Levine sat down to write the script, he quickly found that there wasn't 
enough to “hang an entire game on.” Stories about bad acid trips 4 /a Harry Osborn and Green 
Arrow/Green Lantern-styled rants about pollution just weren't iconic enough. So the Bronze Age 
Was jettisoned for a trip further back in time to the Golden Age, and Freedom Force vs. The Third 
Reich was born. 

But not all evidence of that Swingin’ Seventies sequel has been lost. Artist Robb Waters drew a 
number of conceptual sketches for 70s-style Freedom Force costumes that give you a pretty good 
idea about how groovy that game might have been. Whether or not Irrational will dust off the Bronze 
Age concept at some point in the future is unknown, but at least people can see what some of the 
characters might have looked like. 
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FREEDOM FORCE GETS REAL 


ne of the only hang-ups that 
diehard comic geeks had 
against the original Freedom 


Force is that the game featured a com- 
pletely new lineup of superheroes. 
Instead of stalking the Gotham night with 
Batman, or swinging around Manhattan 
with Spider-Man, you got to patrol Patriot 
City with the fresh faces of Minuteman 
and El Diablo. While great in its own 
tight, playing comic-book heroes that 
had never actually appeared in a comic 
book seemed a little bit odd. 

That won't be an issue much longer, 
though. Image Comics, publisher of hot 
indie titles like Witchblade, and the 
comic-book adaptation of Tomb Raider, 
will soon be publishing a six-issue 
Freedom Force mini-series. Look for the 
likes of Mentor and Man-Bot to finally 
take their place in the racks right along- 
side the traditional stable of DC and 
Marvel heroes. 

“Image actually approached us with this 
idea, which we thought would be a natural 
for all the obvious reasons,” says Ken 
Levine of Irrational Games. “We thought itd 
be a treat for fans of the game and for us? 








A NEW EVIL! 


BAP’ 


Of course, nothing is as foreboding as the 
new bad guys. Levine has concocted a trio of 
supervillains from the original version of the 
Axis of Evil that may not win any accolades from 
the politically correct, but do evoke an authentic 


Judging by preview storyboards, the book 
should be a nice surprise for anyone who 
appreciates classic Silver-Age story- 
telling. Eric Dieter has written a script set 
at the height of the Cold War in 1962. 
After a brief prologue dealing with the 
origins of Mentor and the superhero-cre- 
ating Element-X, the Commie-bashing 
plot gets underway in earnest with the 
arrival of Soviet super-spy Nuclear 
Winter. Dialogue appears to lean heavily 
on the style popularized by DC and 
Marvel in the 1960s, so expect lines like 
“The fools will destroy themselves ut- 
terly!” and exclamation marks to cap 
every single sentence. 

Art by Tom Scioli adds even more to the 
Silver-Age ambience, with panels featur- 
ing wildly dramatic poses and the stark 
lines initially popularized by the likes of 
Jack Kirby. Some sections, particularly 
the ones set during Mentor's escape 
from his homeworld with Element-X, are 
a nostalgic thrill to anyone who remem- 
bers when the Fantastic Four first started 
to go cosmic in the mid-1960s. It's hard 
to look at the book and not flash on 
epochal comic-book scenes, like the FF's 


" ton a, ON & 

first encounter with the Watcher and 
Galactus. 

At any rate, you'll soon be able to see for 
yourself. The first issue of Freedom Force 
has a January cover date and should be 
arriving in comics stores shortly after this 
issue reaches newsstands. 





That's for sure. The storyboards depicting Tricolour’s fencing vic- 
tory and subsequent brainwashing and resurrection after hearing 
the stirring “La Marseillaise” could have been cropped from any 
issue of Detective Comics from the 1930s or '40s. Backgrounds are 
practically nonexistent, shadows are drawn with thick, squiggly 
marker lines, and you can even see the dots indicating the crude- 





1940s atmosphere. Blitzkrieg is a German scientist with Hitler hair, 
a pencil-thin moustache like the best pulp-fiction scoundrels, and 
a bulbous brain that lets him mesmerize victims. Fortissimo is a 
fat, foppish Italian opera singer whose sonic high notes can crip- 
ple enemies. And Red Sun is the stereotypical Japanese samurai, 
infallibly polite and honorable even while he’s ordering his dupli- 
cates to beat you senseless. 

Cheesy, storyboard-style secret origin movies of the new heroes 
offer something old and something new, thanks to the talents of 
artist Robb Waters. Waters, who did all the artwork for the original 
Freedom Force, including the King Kirby-inspired pieces that 
adorn the in-game comic-book covers, is reprising his role for The 
Third Reich. This time, however, he’s blending art styles to repre- 
sent both the Golden and Silver Ages of comics. 

“The origins for the new 1960s heroes are being drawn like they 
were in the original game, but there's a really different look to the 
new 1940s heroes,” explains Waters, as the Golden Age-style se- 
cret origin of Tricolour plays on a nearby monitor. “Those early 
comics were rougher and pumped out faster, so I've tried to emu- 
late that with the artwork. There’s a really different feel to the 
Golden Age origins.” 
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ness of the color separations. 


LO! WITNESS THE 
COMING OF... A.I.! 
Basic gameplay mechanics are undergo- 
ing few dramatic renovations. Missions 
are still being structured like comic books, 
with the same period covers that graced the 
original Freedom Force, and the same third-per- 
son camera looking down on the brightly colored heroes and vil- 
lains. Anyone who played the first game will be able to begin an 
adventure in Patriot City without even glancing at the manual. 
Many changes go well beyond the cosmetic. Programmer 
Dorian Hart uses a melee attack in a late-level battle with Entropy, 
and her spooky Wraith minions, to demonstrate the new way that 
heroes utilize powers. The energy bar has been broken into three 
segments, new power groups have been introduced (most notably 
a family of cool cone beams), and powers split into groups that 
cost a specific number of segments to use. “We feel this makes 
more sense for the player, because before the system was a little 
mushy, in that you never really knew if you had enough energy to 
pull off a particular power,” says Hart, as he points out the more 











[above] New real-time lighting effects make battles more dramatic. 
Check out the shadow underneath Green Genie’s flying carpet, and the 
light given off by those explosions. [right] Large-scale battles that play 
out like a superhero version of Clash of the Titans can be set up in 
skirmish Rumble Room mode. Take that, Nuclear Winter! 


user-friendly command menu of Minuteman. “Now you always 
know exactly what you can do, Firing bigger powers also seems 
like a bigger deal now because you know how much energy 
you're expending.” 

Heroes also have access to zero-cost powers that can be used 
as often as the player desires. These were added to help accom- 
Modate a new Al system allowing unattended characters to de- 
fend themselves. Hart showed this off by leaving Mentor alone 
while Minuteman and The Ant waded into a melee. When Mentor 
was attacked, he responded with a pair of verbal warnings to let 
the player know he was in danger, then responded on his own 
with one of his zero-cost mental cone beams. 

Levine says that this new Al is designed to make characters 
Smarter, but to “stop short of automating the game like Dungeon 
Siege” Because of this, character routines will not be configurable, 
Meaning that you won't be able to tell characters flying on auto- 
pilot to use anything but zero-cost powers. It’s essentially a way to 
keep ignored heroes alive for a while, while still preventing them 
from depleting their energy. 


AMAZING NEW GRAPHICS: 
As the adventure progresses, you notice 
other, bigger enhancements. Freedom 
Force vs. The Third Reich is better look- 
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Is there anything quite so satisfying as beating the bejesus out of computer-game Nazis? 


ing than its predecessor. Reflective textures on objects, like cars, 
along with dynamic lighting and engine buffer effects, make 
everything more realistic. Many characters even carry the new FX 
around with them. El Diablo, for instance, is now constantly haloed 
by flames that cast flickering shadows. Sky King’s jet pack smokes 
whenever he takes off. And ripping a lamppost from the ground 
now dramatically alters the terrain because you're sacrificing a 
light source for an ersatz club. 

Maps are much more detailed. Patriot City includes rooftop air 
conditioners that hum and puff clouds of vapor. Almost everything 
can be destroyed, typically without the huge hits to prestige that 
made you think twice about yelling “It’s clobberin’ time!” in the 
original game. Buildings have interiors rendered in full 3D, too, so 
you can rip open apartments and check out if the residents are 
into antiques or Ikea. 

Animated and neon signs dot the skyline. A moving advertise- 
ment for the Daily Patriot features a newsboy waving a rolled-up 
paper, and public service billboards from Freedom Force members 
give helpful advice. When Mentor says “Don’t waste your mind— 
stay in school,” you'd better listen. Also, 2D panels can now be 
dropped right into missions, so the story can be moved along with 
the use of static comic-book storyboards just like those previously 
seen only in between-mission cutscenes. 


Another aspect of the design that's been re- 
built is multiplayer. Levine admits that it was 
a disaster in the original, so it has become a 
major focus of the new design. GameSpy sup- 
port has been swapped out for an in-game 
browser, and key files are now transferred in real 
time so players don’t have to have the same character meshes, 
maps, and sounds installed. This addresses some complaints 
about the original, which was quick to replace custom characters 
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with generic meshes if the files didn't match. Multiplayer match- 
ups in the sequel should be more pick up and play. 

Other planned multiplayer modes include standard and team 
variations of deathmatch, a massacre game where you kill 
respawning foes, a base-destruction game where you must de- 
molish enemy headquarters, and a kill-the-leader game where you 
have to take out the opposing force’s head honcho. 

But the most noteworthy new mode is a story-based option. 
“Since comics are all about story arcs, we had a problem in that 
multiplayer added no context to the play experience,” says Levine. 
“That's fine in something like Unreal Tournament 2004, where all 
you have to know is that the big space giraffe is trying to capture 
the flag from He-man. But comic books are about context, about 
story, So we needed to create an easy-to-use tool to make this 
work in multiplayer.” 

Essentially, this option lets players construct missions like they 
were writing their own comic book. Levine and programmer Alexx 
Kay showed that setting up your own mission was going to be as 
easy as writing a catchy title and description, defining hero 
meshes and skins, and then picking a map and objectives. It looks 
to be a real boon to the game series’ fanatical mod community, 
largely because—in Levine's own words—“even an idiot like me can 
use this to make a mod.” [For more about Levine and Freedom 
Force mods, turn to this month’s Out of the Box column.] 


Based on what was shown, it appears 
Freedom Force vs. The Third Reich is 
well on the way to completion. Levine 

and crew are currently adopting a “when 
it's done” attitude toward a firm ship date, 
but you can probably expect to see the 
game fly into stores next March. 

So be patient, true believer! ¢ 
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Not Half-Bad 


Or to put it another way, Half-Life 2 reinvigorates the first-person shooter genre, 
and is probably the best game of 2004. Did you expect anything less? 
kk kkk 


vith by 
Sis ZB SO, AT ONE POINT in Half-Life 
3 2 you run across these fast- 

Oy AO moving humanoid creatures. For 

3 a while, you just see them off in 
the distance, clambering up the drainpipes 
attached to the sides of buildings. 
Eventually, you find yourself standing on a 
rooftop waiting for a suspended cart to ar- 
rive and take you to safety. You notice that 
there are some drainpipe spouts poking up 
over the lip of the roof. And then you no- 
tice that a couple of the spouts have 
started to vibrate... 
Just this one gimmick in Half-Life 2 is 

more legitimately creepy than all 700 hours 
of DOOM 3. And then it's abandoned. 
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BY ERIK WOLPAW 


Rather than run the gag into the ground, the 
game simply moves on to a hundred other 
memorable moments. The designers at Valve 
Software certainly aren’t short of ideas. In 
fact, it's hard to talk about the game without 
spoiling a few surprises, which, if you started 
reading from the first paragraph, you'll real- 
ize has already happened. 

But if you're that worried about spoilers, 
you know what? Just turn the page, read 
some ads, maybe skim the comic book fea- 
ture or the Matrix Online preview, and then 
just go buy the goddamn game. You've 
waited five years for a sequel to Half-Life, 
and now it's in stores, and it's great. For 
God's sake, man, get going! 





Half-Life was groundbreaking in so many 
ways that it fundamentally changed what 
people expect from first-person shooters in 
particular, and action games in general. 
Half-Life 2, on the other hand, is merely a 
massive refinement of everything that was 
good about the original. As such, it's im- 
possible for it to have the monumental im- 
pact of the first game. Since it doesn’t rein- 
vent the genre, we're all going to have to 
reconcile ourselves to the fact that it's 
nothing more than a super-terrific shooter 
that takes the things everybody loved about 
Half-Life and makes them better. 

Mostly. Ha/f-Life more or less pioneered 
the art of seamless level transitions sepa- 


rated by short load times. In fact, “level 
transition” is kind of a misnomer, since the 
entire game was sort of one giant level. 
Half-Life 2 retains the seamless transitions, 
but the load times have gotten a little 
longer. They're not painful, and they're still 
pretty short, but, well, there you go. There's 
something that not only hasn’t gotten bet- 
ter, it's actually gotten a little worse. 
Half-Life was also notable for its extraor- 
dinary enemy Al; it’s still excellent in the se- 
quel, but if it's been improved, it’s in such 
subtle ways that they really aren’t notice- 
able. This is more of a testament to how 
ahead-of-its-time the Al in the original was, 
though, k use five years later, what ap- 


pears to be the exact same set of behaviors 
remains pretty freaking good. Enemy sol- 
diers still communicate with each other, still 
seem plausibly self-interested, and still 
chuck a mean grenade. Though they're also 
still fallible enough to occasionally whiff the 
toss and blow themselves up in a truly sat- 
isfying flurry of last second panic. 

Finally, those of you who were big fans of 
the original's Xen section will be sad to hear 
that the wacky jumping puzzle world didn’t 
make it into the sequel. Which isn’t to say 
you don't visit Xen, though you shouldn't 
read too much into that, because maybe 
you do. The point is, whether or not the 
game does or doesn't have a part that takes 


place in Xen, you can rest assured that it 
isn’t the kind of awkward, game-changing 
experience that it was in the first Half-Life. 
So that's three, or maybe two-and-a-half, 
things that either didn’t get better or stayed 
the same in Half-Life 2. But that’s it. Except 
for one more thing: In order to activate the 
game, you need an Internet connection. 
You also have to create an account on 
Valve's multiplayer matching and patching 
service, Steam. It should take all of three 
minutes, and once done, you won't need to 
connect to the Internet to play the game. 
Still, those of you who don’t have any kind 
of Internet connection are out of luck and 
will have nothing to relieve the drudgery of 
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Welcome to City 17; Jumbotrons throughout the city broadcast a steady stream of propaganda. 


churning your own butter and re-shingling 
the roofs of your outhouses except for the 
natural beauty of Amish Country. 

Now that all of the negative issues are 
covered, it’s all positive from here on in— 
except for a short section near the end that 
won't even matter to you if you don’t play 
Counter-strike, and might not matter to you 
even then. Actually, we may as well get it 
out of the way now: Half-Life 2's multi- 
player component is a revised version of 
Counter-strike. No Deathmatch, no Capture 
the Flag, no Team Deathmatch, no vehicle- 
based gameplay, just Counter-strike. It's 
gotten a facelift from a new graphics en- 
gine, and there have been a few little 
tweaks, but otherwise it's the same game 
(with the same maps) that it's been since 
we were all kids. This may seem like a neg- 
ative, but since it continues to be the most 
popular online shooter in the history of the 
world, why change what works? The gov- 
ernment doesn't feel the need to com- 
pletely reconfigure the rules of baseball 
every season, right? (Seriously, am | right? 
Because | don’t actually follow baseball.) 

But you get the point—there’s no need to 
fix what isn’t broken. Though it'd be nice if 
Valve could have fixed Counter-strike's 
hardcore audience so that the entire expe- 
rience wasn't a long series of getting 
called gay between being accused of 





cheating. Though, who knows? Maybe the 
fancy new visuals will draw a new crowd 
armed with a few new insults. 

Which leaves us with the single-player 
campaign, and, for real this time, there's 
nothing bad left to say about it. For in- 
stance, it’s about 20 hours long, and nowa- 
days that's pretty good, especially since it's 
20 hours of dense, often surprising content. 

The game takes place sometime after the 
events at Black Mesa. After being awak- 
ened by the mysterious G-Man, you embark 
on another train ride. It's headed for City 17, 
a vaguely Eastern European city (if, in fact, 
it's even on Earth), whose hapless inhabi- 
tants live under the jackbooted heel of the 
totalitarian Combine. Without spoiling any- 
thing, just as in the original, the story un- 
folds completely in contiguous real time, 
and entirely from Gordon Freeman's per- 
spective. Once again, Freeman never 
speaks. It’s a testament to the subtle clev- 
erness of the writing that he manages to 
engage in one-sided conversations without 
it ever appearing stilted or odd. The other 
characters are much more fleshed-out this 
time. People you may have remembered 
from Half-Life, such as the white scientist, 
and the black scientist, and the other white 
scientist, now have names and personal 
histories and hot chick daughters who 
sometimes help you fight monsters. All of 


You probably don’t recognize him, but the guy on the left is your old pal Barney; Don't actually try 
to fight these guys with a shotgun. 
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this new plotting doesn’t come at the cost 
of lots of boring exposition, however. The 
game's still great at keeping the story sim- 
ple and elegant, and then telling that sim- 
ple story largely through action. 

And that action remains awesome. The 
game's one real innovation is its physics 
system. Sure, physics is kind of the new 
lens flare of gaming, but nobody's man- 
aged to integrate it into gameplay as thor- 
oughly—or make it as giddily satisfying—as 
it is in Half-Life 2, Virtually everything that 
isn't nailed down or way too heavy to lift 
can be picked up and tossed around. 
Valve, like every other developer, licensed 
the Havok physics engine for its game. 
There must be some real art to tweaking 
the numbers, though, because they've got- 
ten roughly one million times better results 
than anyone else. Everything feels, moves, 
and breaks apart just perfectly. 

Eventually, you find a little item called the 
Gravity Gun that lets you drag things to it 
and then launch them as if out of a cannon. 
You can also use it to blast heavy objects 
like furniture, wrecked vehicles, and old 
washing machines out of your way. At the 
tisk of hyperbole, it’s the best weapon ever. 

And that’s it. That's all we're gonna say. 
Every time you feel that you've had your fill 
of a particular type of gameplay, Half-Life 2 
introduces some new wrinkle that reinvigo- 
rates the entire experience. It's hard to say 
at this point whether it’s the best game 
ever, but it's certainly one of the most mas- 
terfully paced. It's the type of game that 
you can't wait to talk about with other peo- 
ple—without spoiling anything, of course. 
On the surface, it's a traditional, linear 
shooter. But to quote the blind seer from 0’ 
Brother Where Art Thou: “You shall see 
thangs, wonderful to tell. You shall see a... 
a cow... on the roof of a cottonhouse. And, 
oh, so many startlements.” 

And other than the part about the cow, 
that pretty much sums up Ha/f-Life 2. 

DEVELOPER Valve Software * PUBLISHER 
Vivendi Universal Games * ESRB Mature 














Wanted: 
A Wild Western 


Adventure 


Better than a glass 
of spicy sarsaparilla 
Kak 





A THOROUGHLY CUTE, old-school adven- 
ture, Wanted comes so close to occupying 
the same hollowed ground the LucasArts 
games it so lovingly emulates. Essentially a 
western version of Secret of Monkey Island, 
it puts you in the boots of one Fenimore 
Fillmore, who's single-handedly protecting 
some farmers from the evil rancher Starek. 
Fillmore looks like Woody from Toy Story, 
but channels his inner Guybrush 
Threepwood quipping, shooting, stealing, 
and stumbling his way to the finish. 

It's impossible to dislike, despite its flaws. 
It's very buggy, crashing to the desktop with 
alarming frequency, and disappearing 
saved games (possibly triggered by a 
backup, though they were eventually recov- 
erable). It also has some clunker moments— 
a couple of ill-conceived gunfights, bad 
camera angles, and the need to keep feed- 
ing your horse carrots to get from location 
to location. The latter was a decent puzzle— 
find a bucket, get some water, water crops, 
harvest carrots—when you did it the first 
time. But when you have to do it repeatedly, 
throughout the game, it’s just annoying. 

But it’s a good example of the kinds of 
puzzles found throughout. It's packed to 
the gills with all sorts of objects to manip- 
ulate and use. There's no arbitrary “solve 
this chess board to open the door”; well, 









Our hero does a little jig; The interface could 
use some work; you always end up looking 
at things you want to manipulate, and vice 
versa; Best. Map. Ever. 


there’s one “click on this sequence of 
books to move the bookshelf”-style puzzle, 
but it’s pretty obvious. Actually, most of the 
puzzles have logical and obvious solutions. 
This doesn't necessarily make the game 
easy, but it keeps it from ever being frus- 
trating. And there are so many things to 
do that it ends up being a 10-hour (or 
more) adventure. 

It’s not as laugh-out-loud funny as the 
best LucasArts games, but its heart is in 
the right place. The 3D graphics and char- 
acter designs are terrific, the voice acting is 
(mostly) solid, the writing is decent, the 
puzzles are plentiful and logical, and its 
cheery tone is a welcome respite from all of 
the gloomier games littering shelves. With 
more polish, it's one of the best adventure 
games of the last five years; instead, it's 
merely a good one. —Steve Bauman 

DEVELOPER Revistronic * PUBLISHER The 
Adventure Company * ESRB Everyone 


top sellers 


Sims-tastic 
Well there's another shocker: The Sims 2 
was the top-selling game in September! It 
sold something like eight zillion copies— 
zillion! Of more interest is the number of 
copies the DVD version sold. 


1. The Sims 2 
Electronic Arts kx ** 


The Sims 2: Special Edition 
Electronic Arts kkk ** 


Call of Duty: United Offensive 
Activision * x * 


Star Wars Battlefront 
LucasArts 


DOOM 3 
Activision *** V2 


The Sims Deluxe 
Electronic Arts *&* V2 


Call of Duty 
Activision **** V2 


Rome: Total War 
Activision *#**** 


World Poker Championship 
ValuSoft Not Rated 


Knights of the Old Republic 
LucasArts kK 

The Sims: Makin’ Magic 
Electronic Arts *** V2 


Madden NFL 2005 
EA Sports *#**& 


Age of Mythology 

Microsoft ***** 

Tourn. Poker: No Limit Texas Hold ‘Em 
Eagle Games Not Rated 


EverQuest: Omens of War 
Sony Online Entertainment **** 


The Sims Unleashed 
Electronic Arts **** 


Rise of Nations 
Microsoft *#*** 


Halo: Combat Evolved 
Microsoft **«*«* 


The Sims Mega Deluxe 
Electronic Arts *** V2 


Zoo Tycoon: Complete Collection 
Microsoft &** * V2 


Source: NPD Group/NPD Funworld. The September list is 
based on units sold by more than 70 channel partners, 
represeming 90% of the U.S. retail: consumer market 
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During missions, you call in your SITREP to 
save the game; the savepoints are perfectly 
placed. You can also re-arm your soldiers 
mid-mission. 
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Full Spectrum 
Warrior 


Suppress, flank, 
lather, rinse, repeat 


kkk 


FULL SPECTRUM WARRIOR works better 
as a concept than a game. Originally devel- 
oped as a military training simulation, it 
has an innovative and simple control 
scheme adapted from the Xbox, superlative 
squad Al, impressive production values, 
and it feels more “real” than most games 
of its kind. But it never really takes off, 
seeming perpetually stuck in neutral rather 
than shifting to the higher gear it feels like 
it should achieve. 

Though its name makes it sound like 
some sort of junior activist group (“We're 
the Full Spectrum Warriors, and we want 
you to support people of all walks of life!”), 
Full Spectrum Warrior isn't a bad game by 


rriors spring into action. 





any measure. The atmosphere is superb, 
the graphics snazzy (the fuzzy soft-lighting 
effect has to go, however), and it’s tacti- 
cally sound and interesting. But it’s not re- 
ally an action or strategy game—it's a se- 
ries of simple linear puzzles you solve 
using a few simple squad-based tactics. 
You learn these tactics in a series of op- 
tional MOUT (\ilitary Operations on Urban 
Terrain) levels. All of the tools at your dis- 
posal are unveiled: how to control both of 
your four-man fireteams, how to use cover, 
how to suppress the enemy, how to negoti- 
ate a city street, and so on. The downside is 
that you don’t learn any of these tactics dur- 
ing the actual game; however, in the game's 
defense, real soldiers know these tactics be- 
fore they're thrown into combat. Still, realism 
Tuns counter to standard game design. 
Once you're in the vaguely Middle 
Eastern urban environments, the real ac- 
tion begins. The initial missions are excit- 
ing, and applying your newfound knowl- 
edge about the strategy and tactics of 
small fireteams is interesting. The soldiers 
behave perfectly, illustrating how they 
cover all directions at all times. The inter- 











[clockwise from above] Cover is always perfect, even if you poke your head out from behind a corner; Later missions, like this one at the airport, get 
plenty challenging. Unfortunately, the same tactics are always employed: suppress, flank, take ‘em out; Ouch... thats’s going to leave a mark. 


face is superb, in large part thanks to its 
console development. Too many PC devel- 
opers feel compelled to assign keys to 
every function, or give the players almost 
too much control. In Ful! Spectrum Warrior, 
the interface is simple but not simplistic. 
Unfortunately, the actual combat plays 
out almost identically in every mission. The 
enemy is entrenched in some spot, and 
you examine the map and try to figure out 
how to handle the situation without leaving 
either team unguarded. It teaches you a lot 
about teamwork as you leapfrog from 
cover to cover. As a teaching tool, this may 
provide some welcome instruction or serve 
as reinforcement. As a game, though, it's 
not exactly the most compelling and varied 
experience. The enemy rarely does any- 
thing unexpected, as everything is pre- 
scripted to occur in certain ways at certain 
times. The notion that cover is always 
100% (unless you're behind a destructible 
object) is, on the one hand, good for slow- 
ing down the game and keeping it from 
getting too hectic—it’s practically turn- 
based—but it also reduces gameplay to a 
very repetitive mix of flanking, suppressing, 


grenading, lather, rinse, repeat. 

Because of the repetition, the included 
co-operative multiplayer isn’t particularly 
interesting. Two players can play through 
each mission, each controlling one group. 
But it’s just a matter of saying, “Suppress” 
to your teammate, then doing the exact 
same leapfrog maneuvers. 

Full Spectrum Warrior is a fascinating 
game because the only way to “win” is to 
follow proper procedure—there’s almost no 
way to “Rambo” a level. But while realism 
is an admirable goal, to paraphrase Sid 
Meier, if given the choice between realism 
and “fun,” always go with the latter. The 
actual game itself is often less entertaining 
than games less concerned with realism 
and procedure. 

Regardless, Full Spectrum Warrior is a in- 
teresting game because it delivers a 
unique experience that gives players a bet- 
ter understanding of, and respect for, the 
kind of dangers that soldiers confront in 
the type of urban combat simulated here. 
—Steve Bauman 

DEVELOPER Pandemic Studios * PUBLISHER 
THQ * ESRB Mature 





NHL 2005 


Let's do the time warp again 


KK KK 


BARRING A DRAMATIC thawing of the po- 
sitions in the ongoing NHL labor war, the 
coolest game on earth is likely to spend the 
entire 2004-2005 season on hiatus. With all 
the vitriol that’s being flung around be- 
tween the league and the player’s union as 
of the writing of this review in late 
September, it might be a very long time be- 
fore the Toronto Maple Leafs can continue 
their 38-year Stanley Cup drought. Fans 
looking for high drama on ice better look 
elsewhere for entertainment. 

But for those who just can't make do 
with ice capades or curling, there’s NHL 
2005. Unfortunately, the latest edition of 
the long-running EA Sports series is just 
another repackaging of the same old 
dumbed-down arcade hockey game that 
we've all come to know and, um, love since 
its debut in 1992. Some meager additions 
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are all that separate the new version from 
last year's model, and nothing has been 
done to address the growing chasm that 
yawns between the NHL series and Sega’s 
much more authentic (but console-only) 
ESPN NHL 2K franchise. 

This isn’t quite a carbon copy, however. 
There are some changes, most notably arti- 
ficial intelligence enhancements on the ice. 
Defensive coverage now sees defensemen 
backskating and funnelling opponents to 
the boards. Defensemen even leave 
wingers on the perimeter to cover centers 
going to the net. This results in scrambly, 
impossibly fast maneuvers that can’t be 
pulled off by even the best human d-men 
on the planet, although at least these 
cheats make it hard to score. 

Sharper goaltenders make a difference 
on the scoreboard as well. Keepers cut an- 
gles and play passes, so you've got to cre- 
ate inventive scoring chances. Relying on 
rushes just plays into the hands of top 
goalies like Martin Brodeur and Roberto 
Luongo. A whiff of supergoalie was in the 
air, though, and there were times when we 
outshot opponents by three-to-one mar- 
gins and still came out losers. 

Depressingly, neither of these improve- 
ments make games more realistic. 
Although EA Sports at first seems to have 
finally found the right track, it again gets 
lost with a ridiculously fast pace and inces- 
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sant end-to-end action. And there are 
enough hits to fill a head trauma center. 
You get flattened every single time you 
cross the blue line on medium difficulty 
and above. It's impossible to avoid oppos- 
ing defensemen, who seem to be equipped 
with tractor beams. Even big bruisers like 
Joe Thornton and Todd Bertuzzi routinely 
get demolished... by the likes of Toni 
Lydman and Tomas Kaberle, no less. 

As with other recent releases in the NHL 
series, you can dial-down the absurdities. But 
since this game was built with smash-and- 
bash speed in mind, it's impossible to turn 
what is essentially NHL Hitz in sim's clothing 
into anything resembling real hockey. You 
can't turn the speed down enough to make a 
real difference, nor can you lessen the spec- 
tacularly stupid number of hits. 

In light of the above, other additions to 
the lineup this year don't amount to much. 
The slapshot and wrister have been moved 
to separate buttons... but NHL Powerplay 
96 did this long ago. Wraparounds let you 
play Doug Gilmour versus Curtis Joseph 
circa 1993... but NHL Hitz added this move 
last year. A World Cup mode allows you to 
replay the international tournament... al- 
though tourneys have been part of the 
game for ages. Online multiplayer adds a 
Free4All option where up to four players 
shoot on a goalie simultaneously... which 
is fun for just a couple of plays, then zzzzzz. 








Visuals are fantastic, with photo-realistic 
faces on players, referees, and coaches... 
though you only get to see them during 
cutscenes, so who cares if they got Adam 
Foote's busted beak dead-on? 

An overhaul of the Dynasty mode pro- 
vides the only real enjoyment. It now fea- 
tures owner objectives and financial con- 
siderations involving team upgrades and 
ticket prices. On-ice concerns are also 
paramount, as you have to take into ac- 
count chemistry when setting lines (which 
is a great idea, although it seems com- 
pletely random, seeing as great leaders 
like Joe Sakic oddly kill line effectiveness). 
Yet here the console interface ruins the 
show. I've got a mouse, dammit, so give 
me the ability to drag and drop players to 
set up lines! 

Just like the NHL itself with its labor 
war, EA Sports remains stuck in time. 
We've been playing the same simple- 
minded arcade game for at least three 
years now. In the wake of the more realis- 
tic gameplay in ESPN NHL 2K5 for PS2 
and Xbox, everything about NHL 2005 
makes you feel like you’re in a time warp. 
The Al improvements make it worth pick- 
ing up if you don’t have a console system, 
and if you like big dumb vaguely hockey- 
like fun, but just barely.—Brett Todd 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER EA Sports « 

ESRB: Everyone 














Anarchy Online: 
Alien Invasion 


Take us to your mob boss 
KaKK 


ALIEN INVASION seems stretched thin 
and a bit frayed, especially coming so 
close on the heels of such a robust vision- 
ary package like Shadowlands. That game 
introduced two new player classes, gobs 
of new items and perks, and acre upon 
acre of trippy futuristic vistas that served 
as their own reward for completing the 
tasks needed to access them, one after 
the other. Bang per buck, Shadowlands 
satisfied the definition of an expansion 
pack on every level. 

Alien Invasion comes bundled with the 
original Anarchy Online, but not with 
Shadowlands. Outside of an extended 
opening sequence, in which your shuttle is 
perfunctorily shot down by the aliens, new 
players get little in the way of frills. 

High-level players who belong to well- 
heeled Orgs, on the other hand, have a 
chance to create their own player-built 
cities, along with the added privilege of 
those cities occasionally getting attacked 
by aliens. Yes, ‘50’s-style generic aliens, of 
the stereotypical gray gooey variety, with 
the circular ships and ominously greenly 
glowing hardware. 

Granted, virtually every mob on Rubi-Ka 
may technically fall under the heading of 
“alien,” but now here come all-purpose, vi- 
cious, attacking-for-no-reason, mastering- 


intergalactic-travel-with-no-opposable- 
thumbs Aliens. They attack only cities, 
supposedly once a week or so, although 
you can immediately trigger an attack in a 
city your Org owns by letting the city 
shields down. 

The invasions pretty much boil down to 
conventional battles, with waves of aliens 
that come spilling out of vehicles, fighters, 
and a genuinely impressive mothership. 
Despite the futuristic setting, there aren't 
any base defense options along the lines of 
turrets or missile silos; the infrastructure 
simply begins taking damage when the 
aliens show up. 

Conveniently, the invaders are tailored to 
be challenging to the specific levels of the 
defending characters, which can sometimes 
be quite an anti-climax. Whether you're a 
Fixer or a Shade doesn't seem to matter 
much; it's just raw power vs. raw power, 
with the aliens ignoring or overriding nano 
resistance and any other niceties you've 
paid monthly fees to fully develop. Once the 
mobs and respective bosses are defeated, 
characters have the option of boarding the 
mothership and exploring it as a randomly 
generated dungeon, looting niftily gleaming 
but disproportionately feeble alien tech 
along the way. The alien ship interiors are 
explosion-filled with alien-exploding gas, 
and plenty of spooky corridors and epic 
battles. But once you've seen the inside of 
one mothership, you've seen them all. 

Funcom tries to keep the motivational 
juices boiling by adding an alternate expe- 
rience system called, appropriately, Alien 
XP, and a corresponding set of perks that 
can be fully customized to complement the 
already potent array offered by the original 








game and Shadowlands. Alien XP, like 
Shadow XP, comes easily at first and then, 
predictably, with excruciating bloodshot 
sluggishness. 

Other features promised on the box are 
curiously absent, from player-controlled 
shops to new varieties of flying vehicles. 
The enhanced GUI allows you to manipu- 
late your trade and chat windows better, 
but the new tradeskill interface seems in- 
termittently buggy. 

It's worth keeping in mind that Anarchy 
Online remains one of the more distinctive 
MMOs. Alien Invasion adds a ton of new 
fashion accessories, armor types, and paint 
jobs to an already illustrious stockpile, giv- 
ing you more customization options than 
most other MMOs, living or dead. The act of 
distributing swimming pools and fight clubs 
throughout your very own newly designed 
city is a terrific advance, even if some of the 
kinks are still being worked out. 

But Alien Invasion comes across not so 
much a full-fledged expansion as a laidback 
mini-game designed expressly for idle 
Orgs—idle because there’s nothing at stake 
in the eternal Omni-Tek/Clans “conflict” that 
the last two expansions have totally ignored. 

Appealing to hardcore loyalists—or at 
least keeping them busy and enhancing 
their storage space—is obviously Funcom’s 
priority, but the insanely high upkeep costs 
involved in maintaining new cities, coupled 
with the dubious payoff of repetitive alien 
attacks, will probably drive more than a 
few entrepreneurs back to the friendlier 
phantasmagoria of Shadowlands. Or be- 
yond. —Kelly Wand 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Funcom * ESRB 
Teen 
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MEN OF VALOR *& %& 4 
SHELLSHOCK: NAM ‘67 * 


IS VIETNAM THE new WWII? Judged 
soley by the number of recent “rumble in 
the jungle” games on shelves, it may ap- 
pear that way. But chances are it's a 
short-term thing: The war is too messy, 
and not particularly romantic. It does, 
however, look terrific; lush jungles, lots of 
water, and people wearing funny hats—it'll 
tax a weak 3D engine and show off a su- 
perior one. 

In other words, all of the games with 
Vietnam settings face content and tech- 
nological challenges. Three Vietnam- 
themed games were released within 
weeks of each other—Conflict: Vietnam, 
Men of Valor, and Shellshock: Nam ‘67—all 
do a pretty good job of generating lush 
jungles, with only Shellshock getting 
bogged down (oddly enough, in simple 
indoor settings). All three games feature 
swearing soldiers, licensed tunes from the 
era, and all have silly saved game issues. 
Two of the games treat Vietnam with as 
much respect as expected of an action- 
oriented videogame, while one wallows 
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Saigon Kicks 


Vietnam threesome: 
three shooters, same setting, 
not so similar results 
CONFLICT: VIETNAM * *& ¥ 


j 


BY STEVE BAUMAN 


iS a pretty bad game, with despi 















around in the 
muck of the most 
extreme and ex- 
ploitative ele- 
ments of the war, 
much like you'd expect from an action- 
oriented videogame. 


Conflicting 
Conflict: Vietnam manages to recreate the 
chaos of Vietnam almost too well. It's an 
exhausting game, with very little let up. It's 
a squad-based game, letting you take con- 
trol of—or issue orders to—any of your bud- 
dies. Your team consists of a medic, two 
heavily armed types, and a sniper. As you 
sneak your way through the jungles, there's 
a definite feeling of dread, that something 
really bad is about to happen at any time. 
There are a lot of interesting elements 
here. There's some role-playing, as be- 
tween missions, you can “spend” experi- 
ence earned to boost skills with various 
types of weapons. Outside of speeding up 
and increasing the amount of healing a 
medic can do on a wounded 
soldier, it's a little hard to see 
how it impacts most of the ac- 
tual game, in large part be- 
cause your “skill” at firing a 
weapon is generally related to 
the player’s own skill at wield- 
ing the mighty mouse of death. 
The interface for issuing or- 
ders is clunky enough to make 
it easier to just do everything 
yourself, switching between 
your teammates to accomplish 
various tasks. The squad Al is 
slightly wonky, as they tend to 
cross your fire and get stuck 
in the environment, but it’s 












Conflict: Vietnam had good graphics and atmosphere, but the controls, Al, 
and lack of saves trips it up. 











































manageable. 

The battles of Conflict: Vietnam are in- 
tense, and the lush jungle terrain really fills 
you with a sense of dread and foreboding. 
Once the firing starts, you often can’t tell 
where it’s coming from. But the save sys- 
tem really sinks the game: you're allowed 
two per mission. It’s hard to say why this 
artificial limit is imposed on the game. 

Conflict: Vietnam is a decent game; it's 
just ludicrously hard, and the whole “con- 
trol multiple guys” angle isn’t imple- 
mented particularly well. On the other 
hand, it has terrific atmosphere and sur- 
prisingly good production values. 


Dutiful Call of the 

Men of Valorous Honor 

Men of Valor provides some evidence that 
the whole “Medal of Duty and Honorable 
Valor’-style of first-person shooter game- 
play is becoming a wee-bit tired. The fire- 
fights are exciting because it’s impossible 
for them not to be; they're predictably un- 
predictable. It’s no longer novel to have all 
of this cool stuff happening around you; 
you expect and anticipate the coolness. 
“See that tank you're approaching... you 
just know it's going to explode in a really 
cool way.” 

And make no mistake, the explosions in 
Men of Valor are really cool. Spectacular, 
even. The screen shakes, your view gets 
blurry, things fly all over the screen, 
there's shimmering behind fire... it's all 
very impressive stuff. If Ca// of Duty was 
Medal of Honor cranked to 11, parts of 








































Men of Valor are a 12. But it's formula: 
take one heavily scripted and manipula- 
tive single-player game, and pair it up 
with a fairly robust multiplayer, and voila, 
Military Shooter 14, in this case append 
the “Vietnam Edition” instead of “WWII” 

If it lacks the robust multiplayer of Cal! 
of Duty, it tries to present a more coher- 
ent single-player game. You control 
Roland Shepard, an African-American sol- 
dier. There are racial undertones through- 
out, and they're tastefully handled. As 
with Medal of Honor, there's the requisite 
film influence, in this case it’s Apocalypse 
Now! One mission, which has you going 
down a river at night to take a bridge, is 
particularly evocative; another, with a 
cameraman and reporter filming you is 
just dumb, though it does manage to get 
in the dig that the media manipulated and 
distorted the war. 

Men of Valor ultimately fails as a game 
because of one poorly implemented fea- 
ture: the “save game,” or as it's called 
around here, the thing that keeps you 
from re-playing sadistically difficult levels 
20 or more times. Certain missions are 
designed around stages that throw a lot 
of enemies at the player. The Vietcong 
spawn out of jungles in all directions, 
leading to a lot of “gotcha” deaths. But 
you can’t save anywhere, and the check- 
points are very far apart, meaning you can 
go through large portions of a mission 





nam. 


without a single save, only to die when 
some Vietcong pops up behind you. 
Making it even more frustrating, each 
time you die you get to sit through an (in- 
terruptible) “letter to home,” which fades 
to black agonizingly slowly, then you get 
your stats for the level, with another fade 
to black. It only takes a minute or so, but 
it adds up. 

Who thinks this is smart design? This is, 
overall, a solid game with terrific graphics 
and sound, some nice set pieces, and 
plenty of action. It has some bugs—the 
sound inexplicably cut out midway 
through most parts of the game during 
testing, and in a couple of instances, the 
scripting broke down and mission objec- 
tives weren't checked off as being com- 
pleted. But it’s ruined by the difficulty. The 
lack of saves doesn’t add tension; it 
merely makes the game unfair. Even on 
“Easy,” it's nearly impossible to complete 
most of the levels until you've died a few 
times and figured out the spawn locations. 

Why are we still having this discussion; 
if it's technically feasible, give the player 
the option to save the game. Is there any 
reason to debate this issue? 


Paint it Black 

This is the kind of sensitive and respectful 
treatment the videogame industry is noted 
for. Shellshock: Nam ‘67 dares to show 
you the true brutality of war via grainy 








cutscenes featuring, among other things, 
a rocket being lodged in a soldier's belly 
(and then exploding), multiple tortures by 
and of (presumed) Vietcong, and a lovely 
scene of an American soldier cutting the 
throat of a bound Vietnamese prostitute. 

If the game surrounding these sup- 
posed “shocking” scenes was better, 
maybe it wouldn't all be so exploitative. 
But this is a bad, bad game that ultimately 
wimps out in other ways; for example, 
your buddies can die horribly in 
cutscenes, but they don’t take any dam- 
age during any of the bland missions (this 
is a weird disconnect shared with Men of 
Valor). \n fact, you can stand next to them 
at point blank range and repeatedly fire 
into their heads and legs, at which point 
they do a little dance that proves more 
entertaining than most of the combat. On 
the plus side, you can indiscriminately 
gun down Vietnamese civilians, though 
the Vietcong have some sort of super 
Communist skin that requires multiple 
bullets to take them down. They also have 
papier-maché heads that explode into lit- 
tle pieces when you hit them, and their 
arms fall off at random times. 

There are some interesting ideas here. 
After each mission, you get to go to base 
camp, where you can listen to some 
choice ‘60s tunes, or pay some “chits” to 
score some drugs or some “boom boom” 
time with Vietnamese prostitutes. And the 
combat is, at times, somewhat entertaining 
and intense. But the controls feel wrong; 
it’s like you're sliding through the game on 
some sort of ice jungle. The 3D engine is 
incredibly sluggish, delivering mediocre 
graphics that manage to tax even fast 
computers and high-end videocards. 

Shellshock is fairly easy, which is a good 
thing, because it’s also pretty bad. Your 
health constantly regenerates, allowing you 
to run away and hide for a few seconds 
every time you take a lot of damage. This 
wimping-out really runs counter to the 
whole “brutal and edgy” vibe, but it does 
make the game more “complete-able” than 
the other two games here. It figures. 

Conflict: Vietnam: DEVELOPER Pivotal 
Games * PUBLISHER Global Star * ESRB 
Mature; Men of Valor: DEVELOPER 2015 * 
PUBLISHER Vivendi Universal Games * ESRB 
Mature; Shellshock: Nam ‘67: DEVELOPER 
Guerrilla Games * PUBLISHER Eidos 
Interactive + £SRB Mature 
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Tony Hawk’s 
Underground 2 


More of the same, 
but it’s a giant package 
kkk 


BACK IN 1999, there was no way anyone 
could've predicted the success of the Tony 
Hawk series. Five sequels, and a slight 
genre change later, it's now Tony Hawk’s 
Underground 2, also known as THUG 2. 
Where the first four games just added new 
moves, larger parks, and the possibility for 
nearly endless combos, the first THUG took 
the series in a slightly new direction, allow- 
ing exploration on foot, and extremely var- 
ied goals. THUG 2 continues the tradition. 

But wait! There's more! 

In addition to a few new moves, like the 
sticker slap, there are actually three inde- 
pendent games. For those wanting more 
THUG, there's the World Destruction Tour, 
where Tony and his friends take on Bam 
Margera in locales all over the world, caus- 
ing a bit of vandalism along the way. For 
the people hoping for more Pro Skater 4 
action, there's an entirely separate Classic 
Mode, complete with the two-minute timer, 
finding the hidden tapes, spelling skate, 
etc. And if you're looking for friends to 
enjoy all this with, a complete multiplayer 
package allows just that. 

In the single-player modes, you play as 
the newbie skater who has to work his way 
up to stardom by performing increasingly 
difficult stunts and combos. Both modes 
offer a huge number of secrets and un- 
lockables, and allow you to spend perhaps 
too much time creating just the right look 
with the Create-A-Skater feature. For those 
with even more time on their hands, the 
Create-A-Park feature lets you make your 
own massive parks, complete with chal- 
lenges, named gaps, and so on. These 
parks can, of course, be traded online. 

It's not necessarily true to say that the 
World Destruction Tour is the “meat” of the 
game, as all of the modes are practically 
their own games, but it is the most unique. 
You're the last one picked for Tony's team— 
after Bam picks a kid in a body cast no 
less—and from there, you get some basic 
training on what will be a long and difficult 
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There are some... odd boards to try; Ben 
Franklin steps up; More games should en- 
courage vandalism. 


journey. Each level contains a ton of 
things to do, and many of them are down- 
tight weird, from railing cannons, to de- 
capitating statues, to performing outra- 
geous combos (many of which the pros 
can do in real life, which is tough to be- 
lieve). It's a long, story-driven mode, com- 
plete with cutscenes, and there’s more 
than enough skating action to be had. 
Going the Classic route, you're treated to 
some of the same levels (and some with 
variations) but instead given the classic 
goals. This is the way for newer players to 
go, at least at first, and especially before 
going online. It allows you to really learn 
the ropes pretty well before having to re- 
load the story mode over and over again. 
It's especially the way to go before ventur- 
ing online, where people that have been 
playing since the series’ inception are lying 
prone, waiting to pounce on newbies. 


Transfer + 


BarSpin 





If you haven't played any of these 
games, this is not the starting place for 
you. Because this is the sixth iteration of 
the series, it's gotten incredibly complex. 
It's amazing how smooth the controls are, 
and how good everything looks and feels, 
but it's overwhelming for new players, even 
with the built-in training. There’s a ton to 
memorize (especially if you're not up on 
your street/skater lingo), and it pretty much 
requires a gamepad. 

THUG 2s a continuation of what has be- 
come a classic franchise, and it's a very pos- 




















EverQuest’s spell effects simply get dazzlinger and dazzlinger- 


itive one. Despite the steep learning curve, it 
has more content and more unlockable se- 
crets than nearly any other game to date. It's 
an extreme sports fan’s dream come true, 
but know what you're getting into first: it's 
for fans only. —Kevin Rice 

DEVELOPER Neversoft * PUBLISHER 
Activision * ESRB Teen 





EverQuest: 
Omens of War 


Take a few moments to 
play with yourself 


EVERQUEST HAS ALWAYS been an “if- 
you-want-to-play-by-yourself-why-don’t- 
you-just-load-up-Morrowind-or-some- 
thing?” kind of game. But after the release 
of Omens of War, its 423,000th expansion, 
if you don’t feel like a group, or don’t have 
the time to get your avatar near one, you 
now have a reason to jump in and solo. 
Supposedly. 

Omens has lots of new stuff—a graphics 
upgrade, new epic quests, alternate ad- 
vancement abilities that further your uber- 
osity and kick up your class value, emote 


macros that other players hear (‘HEAL 
ME!’—thwap! Smack that guy, will you?), 
lots of new “toys,” an additional tribute 
system, a higher level cap of 70, and a 
number of smaller tweaks. And yeah, these 
things are, well, nice. And sometimes more 
than nice—check out the new water ef- 
fects. But the two biggest perks here are 
the accessibility of the new content, and 
the new task system. In order to get to the 
new areas, you don’t have to meet all sorts 
of weird criteria—like having had to com- 
plete some mysterious set of calisthenics, 
or having had to visit these sixteen places 
first-in order to gain access to them. 

Sony has joined the ranks of the MMOs 
trying to offer stuff to do that’s less of a 
time sink than attempting to find the 
meaning of life via 65 trials. So, EverQuest 
now offers tasks that you can pick up dur- 
ing lunch hour, study hall, or dentist-wait- 
ing-room orgies, and poof! You've got a 
new level, gold, the dagger on your holiday 
gift list, and an ego boost. Not bad for an 
hour's work. Except that it doesn’t really 
seem to work that way. You almost begin 
to think that, “Well, maybe the developers 
can do this stuff with their characters of 
choice in an hour, but |, with my taskbar 
most probably set up ‘all wrong,’ cannot” 
Much of it seems to take frustratingly 
longer than intended. But it's a strong 
component that will certainly make a dif- 
ference for those whose free time has 








been redefined over the last few years. All 
in all, it's a must-have for hardcore players, 
most of whom undoubtedly already own it. 
—Cindy Yans 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Sony Online 
Entertainment * ESRB Teen 





Secret of the 
Silver Earring 


It’s simplicity itself 


‘ ‘ae 
KKK 


THERE'S NO DOUBT the murder-mystery 
is the perfect setting for an adventure 
game. It’s not pixel-hunting—it's closely 
analyzing a scene, looking for clues. It's 
not clicking through dialogue trees—it's 
interrogation. It’s not a puzzle—it’s, er, a 
puzzle. 

The Secret of the Silver Earring is a 
solid Sherlock Holmes adventure that, 
while not being based on any actual Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle story, does an excel- 
lent job of capturing the spirit of the orig- 
inal source materials. It's an interesting 
mystery involving a murder (of course), an 
obviously guilty party who may not be 
guilty (of course), and some surprising 
twists and turns (naturally). You mostly 
play as Holmes, though you get to do a 
few things as Watson. You mostly look 
through nicely rendered rooms, (pixel) 
hunting for clues. The atmosphere is very 
Victorian England, and the dialogue is 
well written, though at times overly talky. 
(The final movie is eternal.) 

It does drag a bit, with two serious 
clunker scenes. There's a bad “find the 


I do believe this is a puzzle, Watson. 





01.2005 | COMPUTERGAMES 71 






































The camera occasionally gets too stylish for its own good; Holmes’ costume to hang out with “commoners.” | do believe he’s got it, old chap. 


magic place to hide” area, which requires 
trial-and-error, and another area provides 
the answer to the question, “What's worse 
than an intentionally disorienting maze?” 
(Answer: A timed intentionally disorient- 
ing maze.) 

It's hard to balance what the player 
thinks he or she knows, and what Holmes 
is supposed to know from the clues within 
the game. To help combat that issue, 
there's a very clever “quiz” after certain 
parts of the game where you need to an- 
swer Holmes’ questions. They serve the 
purpose of effectively summarizing the 
case to that point, as you use evidence/di- 
alogue/etc. to “answer” the question. But 
it's still easy to get lost in the case, and 
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there’s also a good chance you can reach 
the end without knowing who killed Sir 
Bromsby, or Hunter, or Johansson. You can, 
however, still see the final 20-minute movie 
that lays it out, all in painstaking detail. 

That you can complete the game with- 
out really solving the case on your own 
makes this as much an interactive movie 
as an adventure. There’s very few tradi- 
tional puzzles, as almost all of the chal- 
lenges presented to the player involve 
finding clues and talking to people. It 
makes it a fairly easy game, but one that 
still provides plenty of solid entertainment. 
—Steve Bauman 

DEVELOPER Frogwares * PUBLISHER 
UbiSoft * ESRB Teen 


Colin McRae 
Rally 2005 


Over the river and 
through the woods 
kkk 


COLIN MCRAE RALLY 2005 is the latest in 
a series of rally games that have been 
sporadically released here in the States. 
McRae himself is out of the World Rally 
Championship these days, but the game 
offers the steady, clear and crisp voice of 
his former co-driver Nicky Grist to guide 
you through varied stages built exclusively 
for this experience. 

Immediately noticeable is how the menu 
design and overall game progression are 
that of a console game. The game is most 
comfortably played with an analog 
gamepad, just like those of the TV game 


New World Rally Championship winning car 
Citroen ripping through a Spanish stage; 
Solitary driving characterizes rally racing. 











machines. Solo gameplay revolves around 
either a championship or a large career 
mode. The career is a strong set of unique 
challenges and rally events where you 
earn new cars and stages by performing at 
your best. It's long and sometimes too 
easy and tedious on normal difficulty, but 
the designers smartly included a harder 
option as well as excellent GameSpy- 
driven online play built right in. 

Driving these cars is an exercise in cau- 
tious speed. With trees lining the road, one 
wrong move puts a big damper on your 
stage time. It's a hoot ripping through the 
forest at 80IMPH. While the game has visible 
damage to your car, the minimal loss of per- 
formance from collisions encourages almost- 
reckless driving. Crashes are a downer, be- 
cause the cars just don’t get airborne 
enough, or they just plain break. It's almost 
impossible to make the car roll, something 
real rally cars have no problem doing. 

Taken as a straight-up arcade-style rac- 
ing game, Colin McRae Rally 2005 is a fine 
product. It features varied terrain and 
beautiful car models that look gorgeous. It 
has enough car setup options for an ama- 
teur to handle, and they do have a signifi- 
cant effect on your ability to succeed. You 
must be able to both saw on the wheel, 
and prepare for conditions. Simulation fans 
won't go wild for it, but this is perfect for 
everyone else to go fast through the coun- 
tryside. -David J. Long 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Codemasters * 
ESRB Everyone 





Shark Tale 


Bad movie, bad game 
xs 


DEVELOPER KNOW WONDER follows up 
its Shrek movie tie-in game with Shark Tale, 
and just like the film, the game completely 
misses the mark regardless of your age. 
The production values are quite good; the 
animation, character models, and the envi- 
ronments are all top notch, and the voice 
work isn’t bad, either. The biggest prob- 
lems are the shockingly short play time, 
and repetitive gameplay. 

The game loosely follows the plot of the 
movie. You play Oscar, a freeloading fish 
on a quest for fame and notoriety. Missions 
allow you to acquire the necessary Fame to 
advance the story. They are, however, all 
pretty similar: a race, a stealth mission, a 
chase with a shark, or a game of follow the 
leader. There really isn’t all that much to it, 
and before you know it, the end credits are 
rolling and Oscar is smiling at you with a 
grin that screams, “Yep, you spent $30 on 
this! Sucker!” 

The PC version even manages to ruin 
the best part of the console game. There 
are several instances when Oscar can earn 
Fame by dancing. In the console version, 
you can use your dance pad to follow 
Oscar's moves, which makes for a great 
party sequence for kids (or adults for that 





Holy product placement! The environments 
are colorful and look great; Oscar traps a 
shark looking for a snack. 


matter). In the PC version, all you do is 
press the arrow keys that pop up on the 
screen, which is about as much fun as it 
sounds. 

At least it avoids a few of the usual con- 
sole port stumbling blocks: there are no 
jumping puzzles, and it has a good save 
game system. You never have to go 
through a section, only to get eaten by a 
shark, and get pushed back to the start. 

Just like the movie, there are a lot of 
pop culture jokes that are sure to soar 
right over the head of a youngster, but 
there's no chance that someone who 
would get the humor would also like the 
game. You're left with a kid's game that's 
hip on the effects, and short on the game- 
play—so much so that even your 10-year 
old will be done with it in a matter of 
hours. —William Abner 

DEVELOPER Know Wonder * PUBLISHER 
Activision * ESRB Everyone 
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Cheaters Always Prosper 


Myst IV: Revelation isn’t exactly revelatory, 
but it’s far less aggravating 
ok kk > 


BY TOM CHICK 


LIKE MYSTS BEFORE it, Myst /V isn’t for 
people who would stroll down the hallway 
of a museum, taking in art in motion; it’s 
for people who will park themselves in 
front of a painting. Similarly, it's not for 
people for whom the world “puzzle” 
means Popcap’s addictive little brain- 
teasers; it's for people with the patience to 
suss out sprawling and tangled causes 
and effects. Almost like wargames and 
flight sims, there's a right way to play Myst 
/V, and you're going to hate it if you try to 
do it the wrong way. 

But this time, Ubisoft has made a few 
concessions to people who might try to do 
it the wrong way. They put the answers in 
the back of the book, as it were. By includ- 
ing the solutions to every puzzle in a few 
layers under the options screen, Myst /V 
confesses what everyone has known all 
along: There’s no way you can solve a 
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Myst game without cheating. So when 
you're at your wits end and you have no 
idea what you're supposed to do with 
these little wheels, or where these marbles 
go, or why these sliders aren't doing what 
you think they should do, then you can go 
to an overhead map and dig as deep as 
you need to into a three-tiered hint system. 





Start with vague clues and drill down to a 
no-frills walk-thru if you need it. 

A tip of the ol’ thinking cap to Ubisoft 
for not making people skulk around on 
the internet or blow $20 on a hint guide. 
(It's pretty amusing that the hint screens 
have a product placement for Prima 
Books now that they've been made su- 
perfluous.) You also don’t have to use a 
pen and paper this time, since you can 
take pictures and keep them in a photo 
album along with text notes. 

Like Myst I//, there’s an attempt to build 
in a human element with live actors. 
Although the actors blend into the game 
world neatly most of the time, their ap- 
pearances are few and far between. Most 
of the story is told with journals or 
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and effects. Almost like wargames and 
flight sims, there's a right way to play Myst 
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do it the wrong way. 

But this time, Ubisoft has made a few 
concessions to people who might try to do 
it the wrong way. They put the answers in 
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along: There’s no way you can solve a 


74 COMPUTER GAMES | 01.2005 


Myst game without cheating. So when 
you're at your wits end and you have no 
idea what you're supposed to do with 
these little wheels, or where these marbles 
go, or why these sliders aren't doing what 
you think they should do, then you can go 
to an overhead map and dig as deep as 
you need to into a three-tiered hint system. 
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voiceovers that pop up when you use a 
memory crystal that looks into the past. The 
two actors who play wayward sons Sirrus 
and Achenar have to carry Myst /V's story 
of crime, punishment, and redemption, but 
they're the weak links, not nearly as con- 
vincing as the delightful Juliette Gosselin 
and their younger sister Yeesha. Even the 
befuddled Rand Miller as their father Atrus 
knows enough to get out of the way for 
most of the game, sitting like familiar worn 
bookends at the beginning and end. 

With its non-intuitive drawn-out puzzles, 
Myst has always been pretty stingy with the 
gratification. At least Myst /V is more gen- 
erous than ever with the eye candy, doing 
everything short of using the DOOM 3 en- 
gine to make it feel less like a series of 
static screens. There’s subtle movement 
everywhere: fluttering birds, blowing leaves, 
running water, drifting petals, and the mot- 
tled light of clouds passing in front of the 
sun. The cursor is built to feel like a hand 
with the way it moves the screen and taps 
objects when you click the mouse button. 
The final “age” even has some tactile tricks. 
There’s also a subtle focus trick, where the 
cursor represents your eye point; objects in 
the foreground and background will blur in 
and out of focus as you move the cursor, 
helping create the illusion of depth. 

Although all four ages are distinct and 
beautiful, the first and last have the best 
puzzles and art design. The two middle 
sections are set in undeveloped ages, so 
they don’t feature as much of Myst’s trade- 
mark funky Jules Verne machinery. Jack 
Wall's background music is a lively aural 
backdrop throughout, alternating playfully 
between haunting and wild. A Peter Gabriel 
song written specifically for Myst /Vis used 
to great effect near the end of the game. 

These days, pacing is the watchword in 
game design. Good design constantly spits 
out little reward pellets, as if we're shrews 
that will starve without a regular diet of +1 
this or upgraded that, without a new mon- 
ster around every corner, and a new gun to 
shoot it with around every other corner. But 
the positively glacial Myst /V will have none 
of that, so if you're willing to stop, explore, 
admire, backtrack, and other verbs that 
don’t involve hurtling forward continuously, 
it’s a lovely ride. And with the answers in 
the back of the book, it’s a far less aggra- 
vating one than its predecessors. 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER UbiSoft * 

ESRB Teen 
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Managing the Strays is essential to survival at the Memory Receptacles. 


Final Fantasy: 
Chains of 


Promathia 


[Do you need it?] [Yes, please.] 
KK 


BAHAMUT, THE WYRMKING, heralds the 
coming of the Keeper of the Apocalypse. 
Thus begins your first mission with the 
Chains of Promathia expansion pack, where 
epic battles and life-or-death missions are 
the focus of your new $30 friend. Promoting 
over 40 new areas that are inaccessible 
without the expansion, and thousands of 
new items (read: phat loots) though some 
of them you can just run to the auction 
house and buy without Chains of Promathia, 
the game adds tons of content leaving 
players able to find and explore 
to their heart’s content. 
Paramount to the new Final 
Fantasy X/ experience are the 
Promathia missions, which take 
place in the amazing, 
NeverEnding Story-esque 
Emptiness zones located at 
each of the three crags. They're 
a requirement for unlocking ac- 
cess to the Tavnazian 
Stronghold, a new town added 
with the expansion. Entering 
one of these Promyvion areas 
immediately caps you to level 
30, enabling these parties to be 





accessible to friends of mixed levels to try 
out together. Preparation is key, regardless 
of how 1337 your level 75 Ninja is, because 
these zones are hard. Period. Many jobs 
are considered unsuitable for the 
Promyvion bosses; bitterness at being told 
your Red Mage/Black Mage isn’t cool 
enough to go on a mission, or failing be- 
cause your entire party dies, is enough to 
create permanent diplomatic rifts. 

Despite the lack of new jobs in the ex- 
pansion, and the difficulty of the Promyvion 
zones, there is plenty of new content to 
warrant a pickup for any but the newest 
players. For those who haven't completed 
the National and Zilart missions, you can 
still partake in the mysteries to be solved. 
And for old-school players who have seen 
it all, and finished it a dozen times, there is 
ample challenge in unlocking the new 
areas. —Tiffany Martin 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Square-Enix * 
ESRB Teen 


This sketchy young lad plays an important role in the 
added storyline. 
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Chaos League 


Blood Bowl fans rejoice! 





BLOOD BOWL, Games Workshop’s popular 
fantasy football boardgame, is an ideal 
candidate for a computer recreation (a ver- 
sion came out in 1995). Apparently, the 
folks at Cyanide Studios agree, because 
Chaos League takes the Blood Bow! idea, 
tweaks it just enough to avoid copyright in- 
fringement, and delivers a surprisingly 
deep and satisfying sports/strategy game 
of Orcs, Elves, Ogres, and touchdowns. 

The goal is to score by carrying the ball 
over the opposing team’s goal line. You do 
this any way you can—punching, running, 
fouling, passing, or casting spells. It's a vio- 
lent blend of American football and rugby, 
and when you toss in ten fantasy races 
that make up the players, you're left with a 
wide variety of teams, each with distinct 
styles of play. For example, Dwarf teams 
like to grind it out, beating up the opposi- 
tion, the Humans are your typical “jack-of- 
all-trades” team, and the Elves rely on the 
passing game. These differences are what 
make the game so compelling—each race 
requires a completely different set of tac- 
tics in order to succeed. 

The replay value is through the roof. As 
games and seasons roll by, your players (if 
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they survive) earn skill points, which are 
used to purchase additional abilities that 
make them superstars on the pitch. There 
are also several player positions to con- 
sider; a quarterback is (obviously) better at 
throwing than a running back. Each posi- 
tion picks from a separate pool of skills, 
and this helps to further distinguish the 
players from one another. The game also 
tracks a player's career stats, so if you 
have a veteran Minotaur you can easily see 
how many player kills he has in his career. 
There’s even a Hall of Fame. 

While the similarities to Blood Bow! are 
clear, the game is by no means a direct 
conversion. The rules are a bit different, 
and so is the way the game plays. There 
are three modes: timed turn-based, where 
you have a specified number of seconds to 
plan your team’s moves for the turn; pause 
and play, which is real time with the ability 
to pause and issue orders, and straight 
real-time, which is by far the most chal- 
lenging way to play. In that mode, a full 
game takes 10 minutes, so you can com- 
plete a ten game season in a few hours. 

There are a few stumbling blocks, such 
as the fact that you may end up playing 
the same team more than once (maybe 
even more than twice) in a season. You 
also can’t customize your team’s colors or 
uniforms—each game is simply red team 
versus blue—and for a game that is loaded 
with personality, its omission is particularly 
disappointing. The Al also struggles when 








using run-oriented teams like the Dwarves 
or the Ores. It tends to try too many 
passes, and with a Dwarf team in particu- 
lar, that’s a recipe for disaster. 

Multiplayer is entertaining, and it allows 
you to use custom built teams, but there's 
no built-in league support—a game like this 
screams for such a feature. There are a few 
online leagues organized by fan sites, but 
they require a lot of grunt work to operate. 

Chaos League definitely gets points for 
its sense of humor. You can bribe referees, 
“dope” your players to give them an edge, 
hire hooligans to cause a stir during a 
game, and even command a player to ille- 
gally foul a prone opponent. Even the com- 
mentators get into the act; the play-by-play 
is actually funny. Any game with commen- 
tary like, “I'd rather watch flies eat shit off 
of a Goblin’s head than watch this,” gets a 
big thumbs up, helping make the game 
just what the doctor ordered for fans of 
Blood Bow/. But even if you take that influ- 
ence out of the equation, Chaos League 
stands tall on its own. —William Abner 

DEVELOPER Cyanide Studios * PUBLISHER 
Digital Jesters * ESRB Teen 





Spells can turn the tide in a match. 











Law & Order: 
Justice is Served 


You'll be hearing “the sound” 
in your sleep 


LAW & ORDER |S the most formulaic show 
on TV, That it's also one of the best, and 
has been for all of its 14 years, is a testa~ 
ment to that formula. Split in two, it's half 
cop show, half courtroom drama, with al- 
most no extraneous soap opera elements. 
Sure, we all know Briscoe had a drinking 
problem, but there's never “a very special 
episode”; the focus is always on the case. 

Which makes it such an ideal game. Law 
& Order: Justice is Served plays out like 
some long-lost episode. An Anna 
Kournikova-like tennis player is murdered: 
is it her Tonya Harding-like opponent, who 
rumor has it conspired with a creepy secu- 
rity guy to assault her before a match? Is it 
her overbearing mother? Her sleazy agent? 
Her estranged father? Her womanizing 
lover? Was she on steroids? Who's the fa- 
ther of her baby? This is good stuff. 

The first two-thirds of the game deals 
with assembling the case, with Jerry 
Orbach and Jesse L. Martin supplying their 





It's all about The Orbach. 














voices and likenesses. (Orbach has a lot 
more to do, and gets away with his typi- 
cally inappropriate comments.) Once you're 
ready for trial, Elisabeth Rohm’s ADA 
Southerlyn takes over. The trial portion is 
considerably less interesting than solving 
the case, as it involves choosing dialogue 
and occasionally objecting to obviously 
leading questions. 

The detective work is a blast, though. It’s 
mostly a hunt-the-pixel, point-and-click 
adventure, with a fair amount of dialogue 
tree navigation. There’s some inventory 
manipulation, as you send items to the lab 
or for research, but it’s all very simple. A 
few traditional adventure game puzzles feel 
out of place, but none provide too much 
challenge though they do add some vari- 
ety. (To use one example, a bolt cutter 
would be the preferred solution to figuring 
out the combo to the victim's lock.) 

More games could definitely learn from 
the less-is-more storytelling seen in Law 
& Order, Like the show, the game moves 
very fast. It has a lot of dialogue, but it’s 
all very short and well written, and every- 
thing about the game-like the show—is 
very understated. You don't really have 
any idea where the investigation will take 
you, but you want to go along for the ride. 
—Steve Bauman 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Legacy Interactive 
* ESRB Teen 





Torics 


Button 


Bank Statement 
Elena's Will 
Impound Receipt 
Jacket 

Car Service Log 


No further questions. 








WILDFIRE Global Star/Everyone x 


Providing proof that just about anything 
can be turned into a real-time strategy 
game, Wildfire has you tackling fires rather 
than some generic enemy. This is a game 
where “rushing” the enemy is critical; get 
that fire before it spreads. There are 16 
scenarios that develop most of the con- 
cepts, plus a random “skirmish” mode, 
making this a good value for your $20. And 
while you need to babysit your smoke- 
jumpers a wee-bit too much, the topic is 
interesting enough to make this more than 
just a curiosity. And no, it doesn’t include 
any bad ‘70s songs, though if you're a cer- 
tain age, right now you're humming, “She 
ran calling Wiiiildfire....” -SB 


Xill 
Okay, so style defeated substance, but 
XIIis worth a look-see for its comic- 
book design. Where most comics-in- 
spired games stop at storyboard 
cutscenes, the Ubisoft shooter is all 
artwork. giving the impression that 
you’re playing a graphic novel. Poor 
A.l. and derivative map design sink 
the game’s long-term appeal, al- 
though the sheer spectacle alone is 
worth a few bucks. [Ubisoft/2003] 





01.2005 | COMPUTER GAMES 79 








Peripheral-free 3D 


The future of gaming is here, a few years too soon, 


at a very high price 


wwe 


BY TRACY BAKER 


THERE'S NO DOUBT that Sharp's LL-151- 
3D is an incredible piece of technology. 
Normally it works like any other quality XGA 
2D LCD display, but connect it to an NVIDIA 
videocard, put your head in the right spot, 
press a button, and like magic 3D video and 
images pop off the screen without the need 
for special glasses or other contraptions. It 
looks similar to the effect you get from a 
good set of 3D LCD glasses, only the results 
are brighter and clearer. 

That sounds great, but there are some se- 
rious limitations, and it’s not just the eye- 
popping price of admission. Most impor- 
tantly, the sweet spot where 3D content 
looks its best is miniscule. You must hold 
your head in exactly the right place, at ex- 
actly the right level, and even then ghost im- 
ages are a problem. In a game like 
Battlefield 1942, it adds a terrific sense of 
depth, but aiming is nearly impossible. You 
can enable a special targeting overlay in- 
cluded with the NVIDIA driver, but it doesn’t 
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work nearly as well as the game's standard 
crosshair. Some games, like Freedom Force, 
look so terrible with 3D enabled that it isn’t 
worth turning on. 

The technology may be of in- 
terest to flight simulator or racing 
aficionados, but there are some 
technical limitations. In the flight 
simulators tested, virtual canopies 
convincingly receded “into” the 
monitor, as did instrument panels, but the 
ghosting problems made the instruments 
difficult to read, and the restricted 60Hz re- 
fresh hurt responsiveness during dogfights. 


rific for working with 3D still imaging and 
3D modeling programs that don't require 
precise control, and its wow factor is sim- 
ply off the charts. The technology 
just isn’t ready to meet the de- 
mands of gamers. Yet. 
MANUFACTURER 
Sharp * MSRP $1499.00 





There's no question the LL-151-3D is ter- 


Shoot Your 
Mouse Off 


And when you're finished, 
shoot the PistoliViouse FPS 
x 


GAME CONTROLLERS THAT attempt to 
resemble what they're trying to represent 
can be cool, but the PistolMouse FPS isn’t; 
it's proof that companies other than 
Microsoft can produce needless and con- 
fusing gaming devices. And while roughly 
resembling a handgun, this hardly feels 
like an actual firearm, despite what the re- 
views on the box say. At best, it’s a novelty 
device that might appeal to hardcore NRA 
members; as a game controller, it's worse 
than going into a gunfight without any 
bullets. 

This isn’t to say that the Pistol Mouse 
FPS is poorly made. In fact, the 800DPI 
optical sensor is quite precise, though it 
does take a bit of adjusting to get the 
right level of sensitivity. The big problem 
with the controller is that it just doesn’t 
work well for gaming because it’s shaped 
too much like a gun. While the argument 
remains whether guns kill people, it’s ob- 
vious they aren't designed to be a com- 
puter interface. 

This isn’t a lightgun, so the position of 
the barrel doesn’t matter, but because it 
works like a mouse, the PistolMouse needs 






























to remain flat on the mousepad. If you've 
ever handled a gun, you know this isn’t 
how you do it. Guns are, after all, typically 
held directly in front of you and pointed at 
the target. Most of us tend to put the 
mouse off a bit to our sides, and in this 
position, the pistol grip becomes uncom- 
fortable, and offers less-than-perfect aim- 
ing. Even if you adjust your desk to allow 
the mouse to be placed directly in front of 
you, it's still awkward. 

The trigger does allow for rapid fire of 
semi-automatic weapons, but the thumb- 
accessible scroll wheel is far from precise 
and lacks actual indexing, thus you're 
likely to skip past whatever it is you're se- 
lecting. Finally, alternate fire (right-click- 
ing) is engaged by pushing up with your 
middle finger, and that happens often 
enough by mistake to make you want to 
give the controller a different kind of mid- 
dle-finger salute. —Peter Suciu 

MANUFACTURER MonsterGecko * MSRP 
$69.95 





Nyko Air Flo EX MSRP $24.95 4 

This gamepad bathes your grubby mitts in 
fresh air, keeping them cool during serious 
play. Though it looks like a prop from the 
original TRON movie, feels a bit plastic-y, 
and is kind of noisy at the maximum fan 
speed (it can also be turned off), it's a 
good gamepad at a low price. The dual 
analog sticks are responsive, and the de- 
sign—which mimics the PS2 controller—is 
sound. With the fan going, the controller 
almost feels lighter than air, which is a not 
entirely unpleasant sensation it shares 
with the Air Flo mouse. So, sweaty-palmed 
gamers rejoice: you won't go blind, nor will 
you dirty up your controllers any longer. — 
Steve Bauman 


questions & answers 


You have answers, we have questions, or vice versa. If you have any hard- 


ware questions that need immediate response, you can also pop into our 


forum at cgonline.com and ask away; operators are standing by 24-7 to 


take, and even occasionally answer, your questions. Continue sending 


missives and/or photos of hot and sweaty videocards to ga@cgonline.com. 


Q: | believe that there was an error 

in the review of the Alienware 
ALX. The article stated that it has an 
Athlon FX-53 processor and a PCI 
Express ATI Radeon X800. This isn’t cor- 
rect. The Athlon processors do not have 
motherboards that support PCI Express 
graphic cards—Athlon motherboards 
only support AGP graphic cards at this 
time. The ALX line has both an Athlon 
FX-53 with AGP, and a Pentium 4 with 
PCI Express. 

Steve Jung 


This is correct; the article was in- 

correct. The test system used an 
AGP Radeon X800 with the Athlon FX- 
53. Athlon-compatible Motherboards 
with PCI Express were slow to roll out, 
but some should be appearing “any day 


now. 





® eVGA 6800GT or an XFX 6B00GT 
from a friend of mine, for the same cost. 
| was wondering which one would be the 
better buy? | already have DOOM 3, so | 
really don’t care if one comes with that 
game or not. 


Q: | have the option to purchase an 


InVizO 
From our forums 


As a general rule, you should al- 

ways buy the cheaper one. If 
they're the same price, buy the one that 
looks coolest. Seriously, brands are pretty 
much irrelevant; the chances are good 
they're the exact same card. As videocards 
have gotten more complex to produce, 
card makers typically release “reference” 
cards from the chipset providers, AT! and 
NVIDIA. There’s a lot less customization 
nowadays. So always go with price. 





ROLL YOUR OWN 


f you're looking to build your own ma- 
[tin or are in the market for a new one, 

you're faced with an overwhelming num- 
ber of choices. This monthly guide gives you 
some basic starting information on three of 
‘the most critical components of any gaming 
system: processor, RAM, and videocards. 


Processor 


It's always a choice between an Athlon or a 
Pentium, and you can make compelling cases for 
either. 


$ Budget: 1.8GHz Athlon 64 2800+/2.8GHz 

Pentium 4 Take your pick, though make sure you 

get the 800MHz bus versions of the Pentium. 

Both perform similarly and have upgrade poten- 

tial, though not for long. $130-$160 

$$ Sweet Spot: 2.4GHz Athlon 64 3400+ 

This is the best bang-for-your-buck processor 
available, with some upgrade potential down the 

road, $300 


$$$ Ultimate: 2.4GHz Athlon FX-55/3.4GHz 
Pentium 4 EE Take your pick. Each chip is faster 
at some tasks. One downside for the Athlon: 
while cheaper, your choice of motherboards is 
limited, $800-$1000 


Buy as much as you can afford, and make sure it 
matches the frequency of your processor and 
motherboard. At the very high-end, look for 
lower-latency modules. 


$ Budget: 512MB DDR400 Consider buying 
generic DDR memory, though name brands 
typically aren't that much more expensive. $80 


$$ Sweet Spot: 1GB DDR400 With this 
much RAM, go with name brands: Corsair, 
Crucial, OCZ, etc. If you're looking to overclock 
your system, consider DDR433 or higher. $200 


$$$ Ultimate: 2GB DDR2533 Go with the 
lowest latency RAM you can find. $600 


If you're buying or making a budget system, 

chances are you'll need an AGP card, but con- 
- sider PCI Express for its future upgradeability. 

Regardless, always go with 256MB models. 


§$ Budget: ATI Radeon 9600 Pro/ 
GeForceFX 5700 These are “last year's” mid- 
range cards, but are still solid choices. You 
won't be running every game with full detail at 
1024x768, though you will be getting full 
DirectX 9 compatibility. $100 


$$ Sweet Spot: ATI Radeon X700 XT/ 

_ GeForce 6600GT It seems cheesy to waffle, 
but both of these are good performers for their 
price. $200 


$$$ Ultimate: ATI Radeon X800 XT/ 
GeForceFX 6800 Ultra Take your pick, as 
each offers superb performance. But good luck 
finding either card. $400-500 
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now available. 


Get your Free trail issue of Now Playing Magazine, 
by going to www.nowplayingmag.com, the premiere 
publication for pop culture enthusiasts. 


With each issue, readers get the inside scoop on 
up-and-coming entertainment products and trends 
before the mainstream public. Stay “plugged in” and 
ahead of the curve with Now Playing Magazine— 
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Your potential. Our passion.” 


Microsoft 





Choose your music. Choose your device. Know it's going to work. 


When your device and music service are compatible with each other, all you have to do 
is choose the music that's compatible with you. Look for the PlaysForSure logo on a wide 
range of devices and music services. For a complete list go to playsforsure.com 
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Off the Record 
Now Playing Magazine Goes Online 


BY ERIC MORO 


can say this announcement has been a long time coming. Nonetheless, after 


C= our parent publication is a “computer games” magazine, | guess you 


months of development, | am happy to announce that Now Playing Magazine has 
officially hit the ‘Net. Logging onto www.NowPlayingMag.com provides users with a daily 
fix of pop culture entertainment—the kind of coverage you've become accustomed to 


within these very pages. 


Mirroring the look of the popular CG Online Web site, NowPlayingMag.com provides 
news and reviews for the same entertainment mediums eincluded in its print incarnation 
(Movies, TV, DVD, Console Games, Comics, Anime, Music, and 
watch clips & trailers, check into our online community, and even 
month's various print offerings. Allow me to elaborate. 

While Now Playing Magazine does a first-rate job of providing “behind the scenes” style 


coverage for the latest in pop culture entertainment, a major downsid 


lead format is the inherent inability to cover late breaking news. With 
site, our staff of well-connected editors and writers can update the news section daily, provid- 
ing fans with the entertainment industry equivalent to one stop shopping. 


The same can be said for reviews. While we do our best to eval 
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ech), as well an area to 
catch a glimpse at the 


le to publishing in the long 
the NowPlayingMag.com 


uate the latest product 


with each issue, Now Playing Magazine is beholden to what 


the studios/publishers/record labels rel 





lease for advance review. 


Notice that movies are completely ignored, opting for previews 
rather than reviews. With NowPlayingMag.com that problem is 
solved. Our staff can attend last minute media screenings 
and/or sample “late in the game” products, while still managing 
to get a review on the site just in time for that product’s release. 

The “Current Issue” section will provide a sampling of the 
great coverage we're doing in that respective month's issue of 
Now Playing Magazine (just enough to whet a reader's ap- 
petite and/or get a newcomer to subscribe!), while the 
“Forums” provide a place for users to connect, discuss, and 
maybe meet up with a Now Playing editor or two. 


“Logging onto www.NowPlayingMag.com 


provides users with a daily fix of pop 


culture entertainment—the kind of cover- 


age you've become accustomed to 


within these very pages: 


2 


Perhaps the area of the site I’m most excited about is the 
“Clips & Trailers” section. Aside from housing video previews 
for upcoming films, television series, and console game titles, 
this area will host exclusive on camera celebrity interviews per- 
formed by Now Playing Magazine editors. Currently on the site 
are interviews with the creative talent behind Alien vs. 
Predator, Batman Begins, Blade: Trinity, Fantastic Four, The 
Grudge, Hellboy 2, Resident Evil: Apocalypse, Serenity, Sky 
Captain and the World of Tomorrow, and Tru Calling. 

While the NowPlayingMag.com announcement is good 
news enough, there's something else I'd like to share. The pub- 
lication has signed a content providing deal with AOL Red (the 
Internet community's teen channel) to supply Now Playing 


Magazine branded content exclusively 


to AOL users. Now, 


those unfamiliar with the magazine will have an opportunity to 
check out the same style coverage you've been privy to for 
months. Or, if you're an AOL member who already receives 
Now Playing Magazine, you can log onto AOL keyword “red” 
for yet another dose of pop culture entertainment coverage. 


As you can see, we're growing at a 


steady pace—all in effort 


to provide you, the reader, with the best magazine experience 
possible. So check out NowPlayingMag.com and AOL Red for 
your daily dose of news/reviews. And stay tuned for further an- 
nouncements-I promise there's more to come! np 
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ON THE COVER: Wesley Snipes returns as the titular Marvel Comics 
superhera in Blade: Trinity © New Line Cinema 


COVER STORY 


2 


Blade: Trinity writer- 
producer-director David 
Goyer talks vampire hunting 
comic book style. 


FEATURES 


MOVIES 
5 


Exclusive first look at this 
winter's The Aviator, 
Lemony Snicket's A Series 
of Unfortunate Events, and 
Ocean's Twelve. 


Fantasy classic Earthsea is 
adapted for the small screen, 
courtesy of the Sci Fi Channel. 


A new studio and new 
story for Star Wars Knights 
of the Old Republic II: The 
Sith Lords. 


Saying goodbye to a 
cinematic masterpiece with 
Return of the King: Special 
Extended DVD Edition. 


Q&A with Velvet Revolver's 
Duff McKagan. 
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From left to right: Jessica Biel as Abigail Whistler, Wesley Snipes as Blade, 
and Ryan Reynolds as Hannibal King. 
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Not only does Blade: Trinity mark the third 
movie in the comic book-adapted franchise, 
-it also highlights filmmaker David Goyer's - 


mse through the Hollywood rank and file 
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ithin the genre community, filmmaker David Goyer is 

king. He's the epitome of the “fanboy done good,’ the 

Creative mastermind behind a number of comicdom 
and the silver screen's greatest superhero adventures. At DC 
Comics, Goyer wrote the re-launched JSA-the modern-day ad- 
ventures of Golden Age super-team the Justice Society of 
America. For New Line Cinema, he ushered in the era of comics- 
to-film adaptations by scripting Blade, scripting-producing Blade 
2, and scripting-producing-directing Blade: Trinity. 

But the filmmaker, who got his first shot at the director's chair 
with 2002's indie feature Zig Zag, never had visions of one day 
taking control of the Blade franchise. On the contrary, the reins to 
the property were handed over quite unceremoniously. 

“When | wrote the first Blade, | wasn’t sure that | wanted to di- 
rect; it wasn’t a burning aspiration that | had,’ notes Goyer. “But | 
reached a place where | felt that as a writer | wasn't being chal- 
lenged enough. | had been doing it since | was 22 and | really 
wanted to exercise a different muscle. After | did Zig Zag, [studio 
executives] started to take me seriously as a director and | had 
credibility with actors. | had a deal to do something with New 
Line-to write and direct a project. | know it’s odd, but it never re- 
ally occurred to me to direct Blade. We were taking meetings with 
other directors when | was functioning as a producer and Lynn 
Harris, who had been my executive at New Line, said, ‘Why don't 
you direct it?’ It was an easy decision for New Line because even 
on the first Blade film, | was on the set a lot, in and out of the edit- 
ing room, and | had been more outspoken than some writers on 
films. Then with the second film, | was working in a producing ca- 
pacity. | already had a relationship with [star] Wesley [Snipes], so 
it seemed to make sense” 4 : 

As the film's writer-director, Goyer has ultimate control oyer its r 
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Clockwise from above: Biel, Snipes, and Biel kickin’ vampire ass in Blade: Trinity. 


story. To that end, he’s decided to up the ante for the Daywalker— 
a vampire hunter with the powers of his enemies, but none of their 
weaknesses—and his battle against the bloodsuckers. 

“In Blade: Trinity, Blade is fighting a two-pronged war,’ explains 
Goyer. “On the one hand, he is fighting the vampires and on the 
other hand he is fighting the humans. He's fighting the FBI and 
the local police because the vampires have effectively ‘outed’ him. 
They are using the humans as pawns, so he’s fighting this sort of 
two-fronted battle. Ultimately, he needs to team up with a younger 
group of vampire hunters that have been set into motion by [his 
partner] Whistler as a kind of contingency plan. We hinted at this 
in the first Blade; there is a scene in which he says, ‘Blade, my- 
self, a few others have been fighting this war, and occasionally it 
spills over! | always knew | might want to go in this direction and 
that line left me the opening” 


«_,. the entire movie stemmed from a scene | 
envisioned in which Blade was actually captured 


by the police or the FBI and they are interrogating 
him. What would he say and what would they say 
to him?” —David Geyer 


With that said, Blade: Trinity varies thematically from the films that 
have come before it. The first movie can be described as a straight- 
up action piece, while the second is more of a horror property. This 
third outing, however, strives for a more “real world” setting. 

“One of the things | am proud of is that the first two films are 
different from one another” says Goyer. “So to make the third one 
different, | decided to set it in the real world. How would people 
react to Blade? And what do the police think of him? Because a 
guy whose been killing that many people is going to attract atten- 
tion at a certain point. The world at large doesn't believe that vam- 
pires exist, so from their perspective Blade would just come 
across as a sociopath. And | thought that was an interesting take, 
and the entire movie stemmed from a scene | envisioned in which 
Blade was actually captured by the police or the FBI and they are 
interrogating him. What would he say and what would they say to 
him? That was the genesis of the whole movie because it ends up 
being an interesting scene, but also kind of funny in a black humor 
kind of way because it is such an absurd notion” 

¥ Aside from its tone, Goyer continues to play with’and rework 
» the overdone vampire mythology. In the first film, audiences dis- 













































Reynolds says "hello" to his little friends, 


covered the secret world of the bloodsuckers—one ruled by a gov- 
erning body of “pure bloods” whose secret treaty with the human 
leadership allows them to feed and accumulate wealth. In the sec- 
ond film, audiences learn of vampire genetic testing, the goal of 
which is to produce a bloodsucker with none of the traditional 
weaknesses. The result: A new breed of Nosferatu that feeds on 
both human and vampire alike. In this third film, Goyer goes right 
to the core of the legends, taking on the very father of the vampire 
genre himself. 

“Without giving too much away, one of the things we play with is 
the concept of who and what Dracula is,’ says Goyer. “I figured with 
the novel Bram Stoker wrote, there has been a lot of PR., both 
good and bad, for Dracula over the years. And in our movie, Dracula 
is an entity that is much older-thousands of years older—than the 
Stoker character. We're very deliberately playing with some of the 
conventions of what Dracula is. | wanted a world where Blade does- 
n't believe Dracula exists and that he’s just a myth. There is a nice 
moment in the film where [vampire hunter] Hannibal Cane, played 
by Ryan Reynolds, says, ‘He’s come back” And Blade says, ‘Who?’ 
And he hands Blade a Tomb of Dracula comic [the Marvel comic 
book in which Blade first appeared]. | thought that it was a really 
nice sort of self-reflection, and Blade is like, ‘You've got to be kid- 
ding me? | thought that was bringing it all back home” 

And in sticking with his desire to ground Blade: Trinity in the 
real world, the filmmaker projects very human attributes onto his 
non-human characters. 

“The Blade movies are always popcorn movies first and fore- 
most, but | would like to believe that in all the films we inject some 
social satire or self reflectivity,’ continues Goyer. “And | wanted to 








Biel and director David Goyer on the set of Blade: Trinity. 
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address the commercialization of Dracula. There is a scene in 
which the Dracula character is walking down the street, looks into 
a storefront window, and sees Dracula bobble heads. You know 
how on the X-Files they imply that the government sort of pushes 
the whole alien conspiracy thing to deflect people from the truth? 
We imply that that is what the vampires are doing” 

Of course, the upside to producing comics-based features is 
the fact that—much like the source material itself—-these onscreen 
adventures can continue indefinitely. All that’s needed is a new vil- 
lain and a compelling story for each installment. But for Goyer, the 
filmmaker is ready to make this outing his last. 

“I never envisioned more than three films}’ admits Goyer. “I don't 
want to give away what happens in the end; again, we gave our- 
selves an out. But when we were finishing the second film, Wesley 
said to me, ‘I am only going to do one more. | don't want to do a 
fourth film? And that was in keeping with what | wanted as well.” 

Moving on to “other” pastures, Goyer’s Batman Begins script, 


“We're very deliberately playing with some of 
the conventions of what Dracula is. | wanted 
a world where Blade doesn’t believe Dracula 
exists and that he’s just a myth.” —David Goyer 


helmed by critically acclaimed filmmaker Christopher Nolan, hits 
theaters next summer. He has also recently signed a first look deal 
with Warner Bros. Could a film involving one of the studio’s comic 
book franchises be far behind? 

“There's been talk of me tackling various DC Comics characters 
over there;’ says Goyer. “We're sort of trying to figure that out right 
now. There will be some movies I'm producing and some I'm develop- 
ing to direct. We're working all that out right now. | don’t have any 
specific announcement, but it was certainly one of the things first and 
foremost in their minds when they tried to coax me to come over” 

Moving from genre project to genre project would unnerve most 
filmmakers frightened of being pigeonholed. But for the ultimate 
fanboy done good, it's just another day in paradise. 

“On the one hand, | don’t want to just do comic book movies; 
on the other hand, | really love them,’ concludes Goyer. “And it's 
hard for me when I see them developing ‘x’ in a way that | think 
isn’t the right direction. It is kind of hard for me not to want to step 
in and throw in my two cents. So | remember talking to this writer 
once who said, ‘Sometimes, you should step through the door 
that's open: So | made peace with the fact that | will always have 
a hand in that world. | just have a love for these characters and it 
is why | came to Hollywood in the first place” Np 








| Ocean’s Twelve 
} George Clooney, Matt Damon 
| Warner Bros. | December 10 | PG-13 


In 2001's Ocean's Eleven, Danny Ocean 
| (George Clooney) and his gang of “associ- 

| ates” land a major score, robbing three Las 

| Vegas casinos of $150 million. In this win- 

| ter’s follow-up, Ocean's 12, the infamous 

| team of swindlers is back—plus one-this time 
prepping three high stakes European heists. 


House of Flying Daggers 

(December 3) 

This Hong Kong import fol- 
| lows two local authorities 

protecting a dancer/revo- 

lutionary leader from 

grave danger. 
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| “Everyone is back for this one,’ says Matt t 
| Damon, who plays the charismatic Rusty “| think, especially for a group of people Beyond the Sea 
Ryan. “It’s a really fun group of people to be who are used to a giant work load and the ineceine Wy) earl 
| with and it’s just never a job’ pressure of carrying their own films, it’s Sains Hehe 
For Damon, there were two main reasons just nice to be able to come in and work Z endary ‘50s crooner Bobby 
why he returned to shoot the sequel: Once with an ensemble,” notes the actor. “I think ; Darin. Kate Bosworth 
| again he would have the opportunity to work the movie is going to be entertaining like ‘ costars as Sandra Dee. 
| with director Steven Soderbergh, however, the last one was, but also be stylistically g 
he would not have to worry about carrying interesting. | can’t imagine people not get- 7 
| the entire movie himself. ting a kick out of it” —Don E. Peterson Spanglish 
| (December 17) 
Pg Iara aa TS RU EOE Pe Raa Adam Sandler stars in 
| The Aviator yet another prestige 





dramedy, this time for As 
Good As It Gets director 
James L. Brooks. 


} Leonardo DiCaprio, Cate Blanchett 

Warner Bros, | December 17 | PG-13 

| After numerous attempts, the life of 

| Howard Hughes finally makes it up onto 
the big screen courtesy of acclaimed di- 
rector Martin Scorsese. In The Aviator, g 
Leonardo DiCaprio stars as the eccentric <— 
millionaire whose dalliances in aviation and ‘ 3 


the movie industry provide a colorful back- a S a 
drop to the goings on in American circa Sa iy; 


Meet the Fockers 
(December 22) 

Ben Stiller introduces the 
in-laws to father and 
mother Focker (played by 
Dustin Hoffman and 
Barbra Streisand). 
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| the 1940s, character called Katharine Hepburn,” says 
| “It's about Howard Hughes’ disintegra- Blanchett. “So | didn’t want to do my 5 
tion into madness,’ says Cate Blanchett, cabaret impersonation of her. That would Phantom of the Opera 
who plays Hollywood icon and Hughes be grotesque. You have to be part of the : (December 22) 
mistress Katherine Hepburn. “The script is _ film and you have to say to Marty, ‘What ey Joel Schumacher directs 
| extraordinary and it’s an enormous chal- do you want?’ Of course, part of that job . a different masked man 
lenge to play someone like Hepburn.’ is to go as close towards her physical, ‘ ae adaptation of s, 
5 indrew Lloyd Webber's 
Part of what made Blanchett nervous vocal mannerisms, but she was desper- musical. 
| was playing such a recognizable and im- ately, desperately private. So to unlock that — 
portant American actress. private person, there's a lot of poetic li- 
“Martin kept saying, ‘You're playing a cense | think” — DEP i Fat Albert 


(December 25) 











mel Hey, hey, hey! It’s Bill 
Cosby's 1970s cartoon clas- 
sic transformed into 
LARGE-screen, live-action 


| Lemony Snicket's 
| A Series of Unfortunate Events 
dim Carrey, Meryl Streep 














| Paramount Pictures | December 17 | PG-13 giestate 
Children’s films don’t get any darker than - 
Lemony Snicket's A Series of Unfortunate The Life Aquatic 
| Events. Based on Daniel Handler's popular with Steve Zissou 
3 2 | book series, the film chronicles the ups -) Decomie 25) 
is : | and downs of the Baudelaire siblings—or- ites Vases 
° < phans who are shuffled from relative to rel- , . character searching for a 
&¢ | ative after the untimely death of their par- “It's an opportunity to have fun just a mythical shark. 
ie | ents. One of their first stops is Count Olaf throwing on disguises,” says Carrey, who - 
S 2 | Yim Carrey), a mischievous uncle bent on found himself changing up character traits , . 
je 5 | stealing the children’s inherited fortunes. as often as he switched costumes. “| had White Noise 
\¢ 2 “It's such a different way to tell a children's — worked out this character with an Italian anv 2) rusia 
| ‘32 | story and it’s an opportunity for me to show accent named Stephano and once they | wea cantante Maratha 
| és up as this crazed thespian; says Carrey. put the wig on me | said, ‘That's not the y the grave via TV and radio 
| = 4 Carrey also plays a variety of other roles guy anymore’ It just blossomed and it just statio-a reaHlife event called 
2 g (all Olaf in disguise) in an effort to trick the | makes you feel very safe as far as impro- Electronic Voice Phenomenon. 
| kids out of their fortune. vising." — DEP 
aed : sa Release dates are subject to change. 
Paul W. S. Anderson hired ta write Alien 6 (sans Predator}... Unknown Branc 
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Once again, the Sci Fi Channel brings a classic 
of fantasy literature to the small screen 


BY CHRIS WYATT 





Kristin Kreuk, Shawn Ashmore 
Sci Fi Channel | Dec. 13 | 9 pm (EST/PST) 


he Sci Fi Channel is pitching the new 
a fantasy miniseries, Earthsea as “Harry 

Potter meets Lord of the Rings” Sure, 
that tagline can be considered marketing 
mumbo-jumbo, but it does make some 
sense. The series, based on the works of 
novelist Ursula K. Le Guin, is about a boy 
wizard (like Potter) who leads an epic strug- 
gle against a mythic evil (a la Rings). 

“Rings is amazing, but we're doing our 
own thing,’ claims Earthsea director 
Robert Lieberman, who has also helmed 
episodes of The X-Files and The Dead 
Zone. “Ms. Le Guin's blend of action and 
emotional content, of metaphorical mes- 
sages and spiritualism... it's so special. 
We're staying close to that” 

Reportedly, the Sci Fi Channel had long 
been interested in adapting the Earthsea 
books, but was waiting for just the right 
time to move forward with the project. 

“The two Dune miniseries did very well 
for Sci Fi’ notes Lieberman. “They're inter- 
ested in bringing the classics of genre liter- 
ature to the screen and there interested in 
doing it right. Just look at our cast! Legends 
like Danny Glover and Isabella Rossellini 
working next to up-and-comers like Shawn 
Ashmore from the X-Men movies” 

This urge to adapt classics is exciting to 
another Earthsea star, Kristin Kreuk, best 
known for her role as Lana Lang in The 
WB's Smallville. 





X-Files producer Frank Spotnitz will bring ‘70s monster hunter Kolchak back in new. Night Stalker series... NBC prepping sequel to its hit earthquake miniseries 12.5... 
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“My sister is so jealous)’ says the ac- 
tress. "I was aware of the stories growing 
up, but it was my sister who never 
stopped talking about them. I’m excited to 
be a part this!” 

But the small screen adaptation process 
was work intensive, especially when it came 
to the world-building designs. Earthsea is 
set on a planet made up almost entirely of 
ocean, where dry land is only found on an 
endless chain of islands. 

“The books really don't give the sense of 
a specific period so it was like | was given 
a blank sheet of paper on which to create 
an entire world.” explains Lieberman. “I de- 





and a pointed hat. We created something 
else. And we wove some African values 
into it, like into the nature of the hat he 
wears. Diversity takes the fantasy tradi- 
tion further” 

In order to create a completely believable 
world, Lieberman invented a fresh approach. 
Early in pre-production, he got together 
many of the crewmembers who would be re- 
sponsible for the look of the series (i.e. the 
cinematographer, the production designer, 
etc.) and put them into a committee. 

“I called them the C.D.C.—Character 
Development Committee,’ explains the di- 
rector. “By bringing these crewmen to- 
gether much sooner than they would nor- 
mally come in, and by putting them in 
direct collaboration, we were able to pay 
attention to details that we normally would- 
n't be able to. Things like extras casting 


“This is an American fantasy novel. It doesn’t have 
to slavishly look like everything’s being derived 
from Celtic or Norse mythology,” —Robert Lieberman 


cided to make each island have a specific 
period and its own culture. We stole bits 
and pieces of culture, some from the qath 
century, some from the Renaissance, and 
other places. It’s a collection” 

In addition, Lieberman decided to break 
the visual stereotypes normally seen in live- 
action fantasy. 

“This is an American fantasy novel. It 
doesn’t have to slavishly look like every- 
thing’s being derived from Celtic or Norse 
mythology,’ notes the director. “We have 
Danny Glover playing the lead wizard, 
Ogion. This is a black wizard. So we did- 
n't want to do the Dumbledore or the 
Gandalf thing, with a long white beard 





and wardrobe for minor characters nor- 
mally get left to the last minute. But we 
were able to make solid choices about this 
world down to the smallest detail.” 

And it looks like Lieberman's C.D.C. 
worked, at least as far as Kreuk is concerned. 
“It's quite fun to play a part where you 
walk in and you're in these wonderful cos- 

tumes, and there are these fantastically 
made sets,’ says the actress. “It becomes 
easy to fall into the world, to imagine it” 

Lieberman hopes viewers will “fall into 
the world” of Earthsea as quickly as 
Kreuk did. 

“| think the fans are going to be very 
happy,’ he says with pride. np 


Earthsea © Sci Fi Channel 








= 
i) 
= 
= 
= 
5 
§ 
é 





3© Travis Bell/ ESPN; 24 © Fox; Alias, Eyes ©) ABC; Battlestar Galactica © Sci Fi Channel; The Contender © NBC; High 


Queer Eye for the Straight Guy © Bravo; The Real Giligan's Island ©) TBS; Star Trek: Enterprise © UPN; Strange Love © Gabe Palacio/VHI 


Star Trek: Enterprise 
Scott Bakula, Jolene Blalock 
UPN | Fridays | 8 pm (EST/PST) 


When co-executive producer Manny Coto 
came onboard Enterprise last season, his 
goal was to realign the series with its mis- 
sion statement: explain how the Star Trek 
universe fans know and love came to be. 
This month on UPN, a new three-episode 
arc will do just that, digging deeper into 
Trek lore by focusing on the Vulcan race. 

“We're going to be showing the birth of 
the Vulcans as we know in the later series; 
explains Coto. “The story is about the 
Vulcan Reformation where a character ap- 
pears and says, ‘We have strayed from the 
teachings of Surak’ And it leads to a revo- 
lution on Vulcan?’ 

Not only will the Vulcans take center 
stage for this meaty story arc, but two 
other famous Trek alien races will make 





appearances as well. 

“The Andorians will take advantage of 
the instability on Vulcan?’ reveals Coto. 
“And we will introduce a group who we 
think are Vulcans that are causing trouble 
on Vulcan, but who turn out to be 
Romulans. This is really our opportunity to 


do Lawrence of Arabia” —Don E. Peterson 





The Contender 


Sylvester Stallone, Sugar Ray Leonard 
NBC | January 2005 | 8 pm (EST/PST) 


When executive producers Mark Burnett 
and Jeffrey Katzenberg decided to create 
The Contender, a reality series focused on 
the sport of boxing, they knew there was 
only one man they could turn to—Rocky 
Balboa himself, Sylvester Stallone. 

“Boxing is a given, just like football is a 
given?’ notes Stallone. “But what happens 
away from the ring, that’s where | made my 
bones. That's where | excel. And | liked the 
idea of getting behind these fighters that per- 
haps have blown it or never had the opportu- 
nity or somehow got convoluted in their ca- 
reer, and now have another shot at a dream’ 

Teaming with the “Italian Stallion” is real- 
life boxing champ Sugar Ray Leonard, who 





feels the series will focus positive attention 
on the often looked down upon sport. 
“The Contender will really become a 
breath of fresh air for the sport of boxing,’ 
says Leonard. “It will put boxing in a very 
positive light. In other words, people will 
have an opportunity to see—behind the 
scenes—what makes these boxers tick. 
Their trials and tribulations” —Eric Moro 





Eyes 

Tim Daly, Garcelle Beauvais-Nilon 

ABC | Midseason | TBD 

Following in the footsteps of television's 
finest Pl. series, Eyes tracks the employ- 
ees of Judd Risk Management—a high-tech 
firm that handles cases with the highest 
possible stakes, but does so while operat- 
ing on the fringe of the law. 

“| had never heard the term ‘risk manage- 
ment’ before as a 21St century description 
of what a private investigations firm actually 
does;’ says executive producer John 
McNamara. “It encompasses not just inves- 
tigating, but threat assessment, asset re- 
turns, bodyguard work. It’s one-stop shop- 
ping nowadays. These companies are 
enormous, very high-tech, and multifaceted.” 

And while some may consider midsea- 
son a dangerous time to launch a new 
series, Eyes star Tim Daly approaches 





the challenge optimistically. 

“Remember in the Revolutionary War 
how the British used to line up and wait for 
the other army to line up, and then start 
shooting at each other?” asks Daly. 
“Television isn't going to be like that. Shows 
are launching all the time. This idea of a 
season where everything opens one week 
and then a midseason, it's all going away. | 
think when shows are ready and when 
they're good, they get on the air’ -EM 


Animated Fantastic Four series expected in late 2006... ABC planning four-hour miniseries version of Rosemary's Baby... 


Now Playing... 


BY SCOTT COLLURA 


Gilligan's Island 
(November 30) 
Life imitates art on this lat- 
est reality effort from TBS, 
set to air throughout 
= December. 


High School Reunion: 
Fort Lauderdale 
(December 7) 

The third installment of The 
WB ‘s reality series pre- 
Mieres with classmates 
from Cardinal Gibbons High. 


Queer Eye For 
The Straight Guy 

} (December 7) 
Celebrate the holidays 
with Bravo's soon-to-be 
classic “A Very Queer 
Eye Christmas” special. 


3 
(December 11) 

Barry Pepper stars as Dale 
Earnhardt in ESPN's docud- 
rama about the life and 
times of the renowned 
NASCAR driver. 





24 
(January 9) 
Kiefer Sutherland is the 
= | only featured cast mem- 
=} ber to return for the 
fourth season of Fox's 
j real-time thriller. 


Alias 

(January TBD) 

Sydney Bristow is back for 
a fourth season without re- 
runs, as ABC airs the se- 
ries uninterrupted begin- 
ning in January. 


Battlestar Galactica 
(January TBD) 

The season one debut 
for Sci Fi Channel's “re- 
thinking” of the leg- 
endary last Battlestar 
and its ragtag fleet. 


Strange Love 
| (January 9) 
Brigitte Nielsen and 
Flavor Flav go from The 
Surreal Life to their own 
VHI1 reality series. 
| Strange love, indeed. 


Release dates are subject to change. 
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Crafting a Wars Story 


is Hell 


Obsidian Entertainment accepts the challenge of developing 
Knights of the Old Republic II: The Sith Lords 


BY JAMES STEVENSON 





Xbox, PC | LucasArts | Rating Pending 





erhaps the biggest challenge to 
pe creating a sequel for one of the 

Xbox's best RPGs is developing a 
storyline that's as good as the first. After 
game developer BioWare passed on the 
opportunity to design Knights of the Old 
Republic /l: The Sith Lords, Obsidian 
Entertainment stepped up to the plate with 
an enthusiasm that could not be rivaled. 

The story is set five years after the first 
game. The evil Sith Lords have hunted the 
Jedi to the edge of extinction and are on 
the verge of crushing the Old Republic 
once and for all. With the Jedi Order in 
ruin, the Republic’s only hope lies with a 
Jedi Knight struggling to reconnect with 
the Force-one who is faced with the 
galaxy's most dire decision: To follow the 
light or succumb to the dark side. 

“Doing a sequel to the amazing story 
BioWare developed for the original Star 
Wars: Knights of the Old Republic is a 
challenging task,” notes Chris Avellone, 
lead designer for the project. “And it cer- 
tainly creates its share of pressures, but in 
the end, the process of creating the story 
remains the same” 

The starting point for any story is deter- 
mining what gameplay elements will make 
the title fun. From there, the narrative can 
be crafted around those elements. 

“If stronghold building is a big part of the 


Ubisoft and Universal to release game hased on Peter Jackson's King 
8 | NOW PLAYING 


game mechanics, figure out how to work 
that into the story,’ explains Avellone. “If you 
have the ability to control or influence your 
PCs [player-characters] in unique ways, 
make sure the story is crafted to showcase 
these elements at critical points!” 

In the unique case of Star Wars, how- 
ever, the massive pre-established continu- 
ity developed not only by the films, but also 
by the numerous “extended universe” prop- 
erties (novels, comic books, etc.) must be 
taken into account. 

“With The Sith Lords, | sat down and 


usually comes with its own set of story- 
based bookends and parameters that you 
need to consider when writing a story,’ 
adds Avellone. 

Developing the overall scope of the 
game is the next phase in the title's de- 
velopment. This encompasses character 
motivations, player motivations, critical 
story points, and which areas a player 
will travel through. 

“Once you have the big picture and 
everyone has weighed in with their opin- 
ions and feedback, it's time to chop it up 
into smaller chunks and pass them out,’ 
says Avellone. “These chunks become area 
design documents that artists and game- 
play programmers use to understand the 
art assets and coding assets required for 
each area” 


“Doing a sequel to the amazing story BioWare devel- 
oped for the original Star Wars: Knights of the Old 


Republic is a challenging task” 


watched each of the Star Wars movies 
again and read every single Star Wars 
novel and comic book | could get my 
hands on," adds Avellone. “[I] even shack- 
led myself to a chair and endured the Star 
Wars Christmas Special with minimal brain 
damage and mild impairment to the arith- 
metic skills that prevent me from counting 
or scripting anything properly.” 

Why spend so much time watching a 
TV special that George Lucas himself is 
trying to bury? Because the team needs 
to know what adventures and game ideas 
have already been established, as well as 
which haven't. 

“If you're using someone else’s genre, it 


Kong next Dec... 


Chris Avelione 


Each designer then takes their area of 
the game and fleshes it out with all of the 
details and resources they need from the 
designers. But even then, the story con- 
tinues to be “tweaked” throughout the en- 
tire process. 

“Sometimes what may seem cool in an 
area doc just doesn’t come across when 
you actually put it in the game,’ says 
Avellone. “So it usually requires revision, 
revision, tweaking, and more revision until 
it finally feels right to you” 

Star Wars Knights of the Old Republic 
II: The Sith Lords hits stores this 
December for Xbox, and early next year 
for PC. wip 








) 2004 Lucasfilm Entertainment Company Ltd. 


Star Wars Knights of the Old Republic Il: The Sith Lords 








Now Playing... 


BY TROY ROBERTS & JAMES STEVENSON 


Ratchet and Clank: 


Up Your Arsenal 
PlayStation 2 | Insomniac | Teen 
Grade: A+ 


The third installment in the Ratchet 
and Clank series for the PlayStation 
2 goes so far beyond the gameplay 
experience of the first two titles, it 
can't help but be considered one of 
the best character-action-platform 
games ever made-right alongside 
Mario 64. For starters, Up Your 
Arsenal has the tightest storyline of 


Def Jam 
Fight for New York 

ma (Available Now) 

#| One of the best fighting 
games on the market, 
thanks to its addictive 
storyline. 


| Dragonball Z: Buu's Fury 
(Available Now) 
| This third Game Boy 





all three games. Where retrieving gadgets was the only priority for several of the levels in 3 Advance RPG based on 
the first two titles, the third focuses on objectives in a galactic war against Dr. Nefarious. the popular anime fran- 
Ue chise wraps up the 


There are giant battles, missions with commandos, and even sub-missions that take place 
on multiplayer maps. Yes, multiplayer maps! Up Your Arsenal features split-screen and on- 
line multiplayer features. This alone carries the title far beyond its first two incarnations, 
thanks to its replay value. This had no adverse effect on the single-player mode, however. 
In fact, it’s better and longer than the other two games. This is one of my all-time favorites 
and receives the highest possible recommendation | can give. JS 


Dragonball Z storyline. 


Fable 
(Available Now) 
While it may not be as 
massive as the hype built 
it up to be, Fable is an 

| experience like no other. 








King Arthur 
PlayStation 2, Xbox, GameCube | Konami | Teen 
Grade: B 
While the feature film this game is 
based on did not do well at the box of- 
fice, King Arthur should give gamers 
something to smile about—including 
some of the best (or is that only?) 
horse combat ever to appear in a con- 
sole title. Gameplay follows the hot 
new trend laid down by Dynasty 
Warriors: drop a lone soldier or two Karaoke Revolution 
into an epic army battle. What's differ- {Volume 3 

ent is the aforementioned horse combat, which not only allows you to use your personal : (Available Now) 
weapons, but also the horse as a weapon itself. The environment can also be used as a gg | YOU might want an extra 
weapon and is surprisingly interactive considering that many games don't place much em- USB headset thanks to 
phasis on it. There are new moves that can be picked up, adding the all-important con- 
cept of character growth. In the end, it does a decent job of bringing the massive battle 
formula to the King Arthur license. If you like that style of gameplay, then it's definitely 
worth checking out. —JS 


Jak 3 
} (Available Now) 
Jak 3 exiles the game's 
4 hero to a desert waste- 
land that complements 
his Dark powers with 
newfound Light. 











id Year Door © Nintendo; Power Rangers: Dino Thunder © THO, Inc. 
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Paper Mario: 
The Thousand Year Door 
f (Available Now) 
This charming sequel to the 
} Nintendo 64 hit is a good 


st rand felges deal of fun to play through. 














Leisure Suit Larry: 

Magna Cum Laude 

Playstation 2, Xbox, PC | VU Games | Mature 
Grade: B- 

It's been quite some time since the last 
Leisure Suit Larry title graced retail out- 
lets. Gone is the innuendo of old, re- 
placed by blatant and obscene humor. In 
Magna Cum Laude, gamers play as 
Larry Laffer, nephew to the original series 
star. Like his uncle, he has an undying 
love for women and wants to prove this 2 
by appearing on the dating show Swingles. To get on the show, however, he must demon- 
strate his prowess as a “ladies man’ The bulk of Magna Cum Laude is presented through Terminator 3 
mini-games. For example, when you are conversing with a woman, you are shown a bar at the The Redemption 
bottom of the screen that allows you to guide a smiley-faced sperm through an obstacle elie ia ee ia 
course. The better you do, the better Larry lies and exaggerates. After convincing the woman Taner shoot ‘em up 
that you're not half bad, you get to play a game of quarters with them, hoping to get them ‘ games, Redemption is 
drunk and... While the mini-games are shallow and sometimes boring, Magna Cum Laude , worth a weekend. 

has an interesting adult humor element that is sure to keep one amused while playing. -7R - 





© Vivendi Universal Games; Paper Mario: The Thousane 


Power Rangers: 

Dino Thunder 

(Available Now) 

Not spectacular by any 
means, fans of the series 
will love taking their “zord” 
into battle. 


























yht for New York © Electronic Arts; Dragonball Z: Buu's Fury, Terminator 3: The Redempti 


Karaoke Revolution Volume 3, King Arthur ©) Konami; Leisure Suit Lany: Magna Cum Laude 
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Release dates are subject to change. 
controllers designed specifically for Star Wars titles... Highlander game expected for series’ 20th anniversary in ‘06... 
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The Lord of the Rings trilogy comes to an end 
with this final Extended Edition DVD release 


BY SCOTT COLLURA 


Elijah Wood, Viggo Mortensen 
New Line Home Entertainment | 251 min. | PG-13 


y Precious... Gollum can keep his 

Ring! Now Playing shows him the 

real Precious! Return of the King: 
Special Extended DVD Edition. It’s ours it 
is, and we wants it! Oh, yes, my Precious. 
Very nice, very nice” 

It's a bit embarrassing to begin an inter- 
view in Smeagol-speak, but the folks at 
Pellerin Multimedia Inc. don’t take offense. 
After all, they've spent plenty of time with 
Gollum (and Smeagol) themselves, produc- 
ing The Lord of the Rings Extended 
Editions for New Line. 

“Peter Jackson's The Return of the King 
isn’t the third movie in a series, it's the third 
part of a single movie that started with The 
Fellowship of the Ring and continued with 
The Two Towers?’ notes Kevin Miller, one of 
the DVD producers from PMI. “In the same 
way, all the documentaries on the Return of 
the King: Special Extended DVD Edition 
are the final parts in the story of the making 
of The Lord of the Rings. From the very 
beginning, the Extended Editions were de- 
signed to be three parts that worked to- 
gether to create a whole story. Peter 
Jackson and [PMI chief] Michael Pellerin 
shared this vision and New Line had the 
courage to make it a reality” 

Certainly, the most anticipated aspect of 
the SEDE is the deleted scenes that have 
been reintegrated into the film. As with the 
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previous two pictures, it wasn’t just a matter 
of adding the footage to the film, but rather a 
whole new cut of ROTK was commissioned. 
“Peter added 50 minutes to the theatri- 
cal release and the end result is spectacu- 
lar’ continues Miller. “As with Fellowship 
of the Ring and The Two Towers, Peter 
didn’t just add scenes here and there; he’s 
re-cut the film and rewoven the story to 
make all the additional footage flow and 
blend seamlessly. Sometimes it's the addi- 
tion of a single VFX shot in the middle of a 
battle scene that adds extra power to the 
pacing. Other times it’s an entire scene 


that brings extra depth and texture to the 
characters. There's more action, more 
humor, more emotion, and most impor- 
tantly, more Tolkien. The SEDE is sure to 
please fans of the book” 

The four-disc set is, of course, packed 
with extra features, including four audio com- 
mentaries (with Jackson and the writers, the 
design team, the production team, and with 
30 members of the cast and crew-including 
a dialogue with Gollum and Smeagol), docu- 
mentaries, short films, intros by cast and 
crewmembers, production photos, and— 
need we say it?—much, much more. 

“Personally, I'm a big fan of the ‘Cameras 
in Middle-earth’ [feature]? says Miller. “I find 
the principle photography process end- 
lessly fascinating because it's a constant 


battle against time, the elements, fate and 
the vicissitudes of the creative process. It's 
like writing a poem while riding a roller 
coaster. Plus, ‘Cameras...’ has some of 
the funniest stories from the cast” 


Miller is too enthusiastic to simply list 
one favorite feature from the set, however. 

“As a screenwriter, ‘From Book to 
Script: Forging the Final Chapter’ is a 
treat, especially in light of the much-de- 
served Oscar that Peter Jackson, Fran 
Walsh and Philippa Boyens won’ he says. 
“The process of adapting such a beloved 
piece of literature into a feature film has to 
be one of the greatest writing challenges 
in movie history. And, of course, much as 
the Return of the King portrayed the bitter- 
sweet ending of Tolkien's book, our docu- 
mentary entitled The Passing of an Age 
looks at the mixed emotions of the cast 


and crew as they closed an important 
chapter in their lives? 

With work on the Lord of the Rings 
discs finally done, the team at PMI have 
moved on to other projects (including a lit- 
tle something called King Kong). But the 
Fellowship of the Ring, Two Towers, and 
Return of the King DVD sets continue to 
influence the medium as a whole. 

“I think the cumulative effect has been 
to prove the real value of bonus materials” 
concludes Miller. “Peter Jackson has al- 
ways understood that the DVD versions of 
his films are the true historical record. 
With that in mind, more and more topnotch 
directors are going to want DVDs that 
match the depth and breadth of The Lord 
of the Rings? 





Return of the King © New Line Home Entertainment 
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The Legend of Ron Burgi 





The Manchurian Cane 









Matt Damon, Joan Allen 

Universal | 108 min, | PG-13 

Grade: B+ 

In the second film of this unlikely blockbuster 
series, Damon's ex-ClA agent is still struggling 
with the partial memories of his former life as an 
assassin. His savior from Bourne Identity, Run 
Lola Run's Franka Potente, is dispatched early 
in the movie as part of a scheme that sets 2 
Bourne's former CIA masters on his trail again. Potente’s brief role is the zis rather than 
the exception here, as other characters come and go throughout (Julia Stiles, Karl Urban, 
etc,). It’s a strange but refreshing approach, as is the fact that the main character interplay 
is between Damon and Allen (as a CIA superior consumed with finding the rogue agent), 
despite the two actors sharing no screen time whatsoever. Paul Greengrass’ kinetic direc- 
tion and editing keep the action—or rather, the viewer's perception of the action— —off bal- 
ance, and as a result the fight scenes and car chases, like the performances from Damon 
and Allen, seem much more real than that of your standard 007 feature. 

Favorite Extras: Commentary; deleted scenes; “Crash Cam” -SC 





Jon Heder, Efren Ramirez 

Fox | 86 min. | PG 

Grade: A- 

Directed and co-written by Jared Hess 
and produced by Now Playing's own 
Chris Wyatt, Napoleon Dynamite's titular 
hero is a small town Idaho high school 
geek played by/brought to life by the 
previously unknown Heder. If this is a 

unique film, it is in no small part because of Heder’s odd, intermittently hilarious perform- 
ance as the gangly, red afro-sporting Napoleon. That, combined with Hess's obvious af- 
fection for a retro setting (casual viewers might wonder if the film is set in 1984 rather 
than 2004), makes for a deadpan melancholy that drives the fairly plot-less premise. 
Napoleon's day-to-day is painfully nerdish, but he takes a step up in the social order 
when he befriends Pedro (Ramirez)—that is, he suddenly has a social order. An effort to 
get Pedro elected as class president follows, but if that sounds like standard Hollywood 
wish fulfillment plotting, it doesn’t play out that way. In fact, there's not much in Napoleon 
Dynamite that's standard issue, and that's what makes it worthwhile. 

Favorite Extras; Commentary; featurette; deleted scenes; MTV promos. —SC 






Nicolas Cage, Laura Del 
MGM | 124 min. | R 
Grade: C 
Textbook David Lynch, this picture is a violent, 
semi-surrealistic hodgepodge of pop culture 
references and distinctive, often grotesque 
imagery. The Wizard of Oz, Elvis, shotgun 
headshots, and lots of sex all combine in 
Lynch's adaptation of the Barry Gifford book ‘ 
about Sailor (Cage) and Lula (Dern), young Da a at 
lovers on the run. Hailed in its day, Wild at Heart has lost much of its luster in the ia 
vening years. While many of the gimmicks still work (Cage's channeling of Elvis, Crispin 
Glover's unforgettable cameo as Lula’s lunch-preparing cousin) and the filmmaker's visual 
panache is irrefutable, the more Lynchian elements seem dated today, such as a visit from 
a Glinda the Good Witch clone. Yeah, we get it: postmodern fairy tale and all. But what 
seemed cutting edge 14 years ago is today much more mundane. Heck, you want a post- 
modern fairy tale? Cage went on to marry Elvis's daughter in real life some 12 years after 
this film was released. Now that’s positively Lynchian. 

Favorite Extras: New transfer supervised by Lynch; documentary; featurettes; interviews, —-SC 
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Dodgeball 
(December 7) 


3 Ben Stiller and Vince 


Vaughn swap their usual 
good guy/bad guy roles to 


4 wage war on the gym class 


battlefield. 


Ghost In The Shell 
(December 7) 

Mamoru Oshii’s classic 
anime melding of CG and 
traditional animation re- 
ceives a Sonic Edition re- 
lease. 


Testament 

(December 7) 

Reagan era nuclear holo- 
caust fears strike the nu- 
clear family in this effective 
cautionary tale from 1983. 


I, Robot 

(December 14) 

Will Smith and director 
Alex Proyas surprised audi- 
ences everywhere with 
their interesting take on 
Asimov's stories. 


The 4400 

(December 21) 

In USA's semi-series, 4,400 
people-missing for as long 
as decades-return to Earth, 
apparently victims of alien 


B abduction. 


The Manchurian 
Candidate (2004) 
(December 21) 

Jonathan Demme's remake 
is actually a successful-and 


by timely-updating of the 
mi classic Sinatra thriller. 


“ Anchorman: The Legend 
of Ron Burgundy 
(December 28) 

Will Ferrell solidifies his 

jj well-deserved place in fea- 
ture films as the titular 

y clueless broadcaster. 





Battlestar Galactica: 
The Miniseries 
(December 28) 


} This Sci Fi Channel redux is 


tons better than the original 
70s cheese on which it's 
based. 























Velvet Revolver: 
Shootin’ Match 


The Whole 


Long past his days with Guns N’ Roses, bassist Duff 
McKagan is right on target in super-group Velvet Revolver 


BY ANGELA LANG 

uff McKagan is multi-tasking. With a 
-D needle of quite a different sort in 

his arm, the clear-headed bassist 
from Velvet Revolver—the super-group that 
includes former Guns N’ Roses partners 
Slash (guitar) and Matt Sorum (drums), 
along with frontman Scott Weiland (ex- 
Stone Temple Pilot) and Dave Kushner 
(guitar)—is conversing from Lucky Devil 
Tattoo Parlor in Seattle, Wash., where he’s 
getting a nautical rose finished before re- 
suming the band’s sell-out tour and hitting 
the high seas in his boat. 


Now Playing: This has been a really big 
year for you. What are some of the high 
points? 

Duff McKagan: The record going number 
one was huge. We sold out places. 
“Unexpected” is the word. The high point 
is the band solidifying itself. It's like a sea 
of change in your life; you know it’s going 
to change your life for a while to come, 
and you just gotta ride the wave. 


NP: What are the big self-discoveries? 
DM: We went through a lot of self-discov- 
eries in the last 10 years. Now we're put- 
ting them to use. Pacing yourself—that's 
number one. Number two is you've got five 
very strong personalities in a band; as op- 
posed to before, we talk stuff out. We have 


basically a garage band, so we all got 
egos and we didn’t know how to deal. 
We've matured and been through that 
stuff—all of us. We're just a rock ‘n’ roll 
band; the most important things are not 
getting laid and getting the best drugs in 
town anymore [laughs]. That's a big differ- 
ence. Another is trying to track down 
drugs in every city; we don't have that 
problem anymore. It's a much more func- 
tionable situation to be a good musician in 
a band. | am not disrespecting anything 
that happened with Guns. | look at that 
cup as half full, as opposed to half empty. 
We did a lot, and | don’t look at the end- 
ing; | look at what we did in that period 
from '86 to '94. It was a pretty amazing 
ride. If | talk about differences, I'm cer- 
tainly not putting down my old band. 


NP: Do you miss that Guns ‘n’ Roses time 
of insanity and chaos? 

DM: No! No, no and no. I’m glad | went 
through it-the key word is “went"—but | 
wouldn't want to go back and be that way. 
Self-medication became extremely abu- 
sive, Now we all know what we're doin’. 
We've been through that crap, and it’s a 
lot cooler. It’s five guys who really don’t 
have to explain themselves. | think every- 
body knows what we've been through 
[laughing]. 


“We’re just a rock ‘n’ roll band; the most important 
things are not getting laid and getting the best 


drugs in town anymore” 


a lot of energy as a rock band. During the 
Guns days, we had everything on 11 
lifestyle-wise, and you run into so many 
brick walls. It took me 10 years to figure 
out to go around the brick wall [laughs]. 


NP: Having been in Guns N’ Roses and 
now Velvet Revolver, what are the differ- 
ences? 

DWM: [Laughing] It's night and day. You 
might think I'm saying this just because of 
the band I'm in now, but pound-for-pound 
this band is more talented, cooler thinking, 
and we're better players than we've ever 
been. We talk stuff out. In Guns, we be- 
came this huge international band from 
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Duff MeKagan 


NP: What makes you happy? 

DM: Everything that | have. I’m glad | have 
my wife. She's really cool and she makes me 
realize that | married the right person. She 
reinforces it all the time by little things she 
does. I'm amazed by my little girls on a daily 
basis, and by the amount of love that | didn’t 
know | was capable of. And my new band, 
being reunited with my best friend Slash, 
having a really good friend in Scott now, and 
Dave. We're succeeding in this thing we be- 
lieved in when nobody else thought it would 
go anywhere. | don't have anything | can 
complain about except this needle that's in 
the back of my arm right now. Np 
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Joss Stone 

House of Blues 

Los Angeles, Calif. | 08.24.04 
Grade: A 


| Entering the House of Blues on the Sunset 

| Strip and hearing a booming, almost gospel- 
like female vocal, you look toward the stage ex- 
pecting to see a large-bosomed black woman. 
Instead, there is a Renée-Zellweger-as-Bridget- 
Jones look-alike—British accent and all. 
Standing center stage is 17-year-old blonde 
Brit, Joss Stone. Raising her powerful voice to 
the heavens in high-spirited, gospel moments, Stone's background singers compliment 
her style perfectly, evoking feeling seldom achieved in popular music today (can | get an ‘ triumphant final concert at 
Amen?). And when she goes pop, she works a vocal range that’s seemingly infinite. Her ck Somme LA's Knitting Factory. 
facial contortions and body movements show her passion, and the audience loves every a Adios, amigas. 

moment of it. Stone's effortless transition to ska proves she’s a vocalist of rare talent. If 
there's a shrine to live music, L.A's HOB is it. Those lucky enough to step onto its altar 
have a responsibility to create an experience that is emotional, moving and perhaps even 
spiritual. Stone's voice and words are our prayer book on this evening, and those who 
experience it become her faithful evangelists. Can | get an Amen? —Douglas Brisotti 


Indie rockers Color Wall 
mix past with present for 
The View From Above, in- 
cluding tracks from previ- 
ous Blue and Red. 


The Dragons went down 
ina blaze of glory with a 





Hipster songstress Jennifer i 
Getz emerges from leg- 
endary producer John 

Herron’s studio with Makin’ 
History, named for her dog. 





Ministry 

House of Blues 

Los Angeles, Calif. | 09.25.04 

Grade: B 

Ministry has a political agenda and they 
brought on their loud, furious state of the union 
address. Sinister icons adorned the stage; the 
cattle skull and cross of bones on the mic 

| stand summoned an image of a Texas waste- 
land. Was this a symbolic commentary on per- 
ceived American excess and decay, or just scary stuff? The industrial monolith’s relentless 
bombardment began with the anti-presidential “No W" sampling a George Bush speech 
as its sarcastic intro, just as it starts their new Houses of the Molé. To make sure their 
point wasn't lost on goodtime Charlies hangin’ at the bar or talking above the guitars-key- 
boards-ass-beating-beats, a live effigy of el presidente went down in a hail of fists. It was ; i 
cheesy and drawn out, but we got it. A master of double entendres, Ministry's com- Joe give props to the Big 
mander-in-chief Al Jourgensen brought the drunk and devoted into Houses with “Waiting, Apple with “New York" on 
“Worthless” and other “W"” titles. Hitting “N.W.O” and “Jesus Built My Hotrod)’ both from ; RULE, 

classic Psalm 69, the message was finally louder than the volume. “We haven't done it in ‘ 
awhile, but | like comedy,’ Jourgensen joked before “So What” -AL 


The Gris Gris worked the 
distortion-dusted voodoo 
that they do, trancing out 
the crowd at Spaceland in 
Los Angeles, Calif., 





The Gris Gris © Lisa Youn; 


joss Stone © S-Curve Records; The Warlocks © Greg Q 


® A team-up of hip hop pro- 
portions as triple threat Ja 
Rule, Jadakiss and Fat 
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: ® Lil John goes big with 
Pe _——_ a | Crunk Juice, mixing it up 





Raphael Saadiq 





ey 
Raphael Saadig as Ray Ray pr. with R. Kelly, Nas, Snoop 


Pookie Entertainment 1 | : Dogg, and Ice Cube, 


Grade: B- 

Grammy-winning Raphael Saadiq, legendary with- 
out a persona as a member of R&B superstar trio 
Tony! Toni! Tone! and then as the magnet for one- | 
off super-group Lucy Pearl, has dropped a concept | 
album in which he's the “urban legend” equivalent 
to Bowie's notorious Ziggy Stardust character. The 
“Blaxploitation” introduction and “Ray Ray Theme” 4 
set up Saadiq’s intended music-as-cinema story- 
line, but it plays more like off-Broadway than the big i™ Pe le, v | 
| screen. If you take the songs on their own, you'll get along pretty well with Ray Ray. 
| Saadiq is far too romantic to go full-on hip-hop (though Allie Baba’'s rap on “Chic Like PN The Warlocks broke their 
You" gives its goddess-worship a little street), instead sticking to R&B, which lends itself 
to his soulful, soothing voice and epic declarations of love. The beats are up front on all 

| songs, but the violins on “Live Without You” and the shimmers on “Detroit Girl” overstate 
| the obvious. Rounding up Tony! Toni! Tone! and Lucy Pearl for the innuendo-loaded "Rifle 
| Love” could have been a reunion of historic proportions, but was cheesed out with—what 


| else—gun effects. —AL 


Velvet Revolver’s concert 
in a Hollywood parking lot 

was killer. Biggest surprise: 
ending with Aerosmith’s 








one-year silence with new 
songs at an invite-only 

M coven at 1650, as a tour 
warm-up. Awesome. 











Duff MeKagan, Scott Weiland/Velvet Revolver © Angela Lar 
Ja Rule © Def Jam; Lil John © TVT; 





Electronica perfarmer/prouucer J 














Learn all there is to know about your favorite computer games and 


SAVE 67% OFF THE COVER PRICE 


of Computer Games Magazine. 


Then get 30 MINUTES of FREE PHONE CALLS, a FREE EARPIECE and 
o a CGM branded GloPhone. Subscribe online at www.cgonline.com 








Theory Theories 


Navigating the changing landscape of gaming 


BY HENRY JENKINS AND KURT SQUIRE 


A few weeks ago, legendary game designer Chris Crawford 
started a ruckus online by writing, “I am surprised by my failure 
to find any applicability of new media theory to entertainment 
software design.’ He went on to say that media theory might 
be the “wrong” resource for thinking about interactive media. 

No one would dispute the need for media theory to ad- 
dress questions of interactivity, but the games industry faces 
a range of issues, and thus needs a range of theories: How 
do developers become producers of original media proper- 
ties? How can games attract diverse audiences and become 
a truly “mass” media? How will publishers work with other 
social institutions, in terms of training new developers, en- 
forcing piracy laws, or creating effective ratings systems? 

If we can push aside both the academy's self-aggrandize- 
ment and the game industry's anti-intellectualism, we can de- 
fine theories as meaningful generalizations that we use to 
make or evaluate games. Designers like Richard Bartle, Raph 
Koster, Will Wright, Warren Spector, or Shigeru Miyamoto 
have offered their own theories about this particular medium. 
Gamers offer theories when they debate the value of 
cutscenes or rebut charges that media violence begets real- 
world violence. Academic theory is more for- 
malized because the academic's job is to ex- 
plain things, whereas for the other groups, 
theory is a byproduct of some other activity. 

One function of theory is to establish a com- 
mon vocabulary for conversation. For this to 
work, concepts cannot be imposed from above; 
ideally, academics are attentive to ongoing de- 
bates and reach out to expert practitioners and hardcore 
gamers alike. 

Let’s consider one fundamental term: What do we mean by 
“game?” This turns out to be a deceptively simple question. To 
gamers, it’s an expansive term, referring broadly to anything we 
do on computers that is fun. It blurs distinctions that anthro- 
pologists might make between sports, games, playgrounds, 
performance, expression, and toys. 

Will Wright can describe his games variously as sandboxes 
or dollhouses, Shigeru Miyamoto can compare his games to 
spelunking, Peter Molyneux can compare his games to ma- 
nipulating ant hills with a magnifying glass, and Satoshi Tajiri 
can compare Pokémon to the contests that Japanese boys 
stage between beetles. We are comfortable describing these 
activities as games once they are digitized, even if they aren't 
games in the literal sense of the word. 

At the same time, “games” is an exclusionary term, de- 




























ployed in a narrow sense to repel unwanted intrusions into 
games culture. When Brenda Laurel launched a girl's game 
movement and developed titles that operated according to 
different genre traditions than those currently on the market, 
she was told that the Purple Moon products weren't really 
games. The industry was surprisingly successful in scuttling 
the girl game movement, only to see most of its innovations 
absorbed by the hugely successful The Sims franchise. 

Consider Enter the Matrix. Most games press and hardcore 
gamers dismissed it as a bad game. Yet, despite such dis- 
missals, it was one of the top-selling titles last year. Many 
who bought it didn't care whether it was a good game by 
gamers’ standards. They were looking for an interactive and 
immersive extension of the film franchise. The expansion and 
narrowing of the concept of a game polices the borders of 
games culture, but at a steep price—excluding innovations 
that might broaden the marketplace. 

A similar tension shapes academic theory. Some theorists, the 
self-identified ludologists, insist that computer and video games 
should be studied largely in relationship to the larger history of 
sports, games, and play. Other theorists, misidentified as narra- 
tologists (more accurately described as comparativists), see 
games largely in terms of their relationships with other media. 

This dispute has become a way of spraying territory be- 
tween competing perspectives, about who should study 
games, how games should be studied, what games should be 
studied, and so forth. If the games industry sometimes seeks 


‘“A looser definition of games may 
enable innovation, experimentation 
and diversification.”” 


to single-out innovations as not-really-games to protect their 
dominance, the ludologists sometimes seek to single-out 
some approaches as not-really-game-theory in order to de- 
fend their turf. In both cases, a looser definition of games 
may enable innovation, experimentation and diversification. 

The point here isn’t to pick on Chris Crawford, or even dis- 
pute that better theories of interactivity are needed. Our argu- 
ment is that we need different kinds of games, and different 
kinds of game theory. Theory can provide a roadmap for navi- 
gating through the ever-changing landscape of gaming. 
Disagreements about terms, if confronted, can help us make 
sense of contradictions in our own thinking, and in complexi- 
ties in the phenomenon we're studying. 

Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co-directors of The 
Education Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. More information on the program can be 
found at educationarcade.org 
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HALF=-LiFE * 


By taking the suspense, challenge and visceral charge of the origi- 
nal, and adding startling new realism and responsiveness, Half-Life 
.2 opens the door to a world where the player s presence affects 
everything around him, from the physical envi- 
95 ronment to the behaviors and the emotions of 
os oo both friends and enemies. 
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The Bravest 
Game 


Grand Theft Auto to world: 
“Go F**k Yourself.” 


BY KEN LEVINE 


God bless Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas. Sure, it's going to 
be a huge financial success, and | have no doubt that it's 
going to get great reviews and sell cubic yards of PlayStations. 
But what | love about it—what | adore about it—is how, despite 
all the criticisms, the lawsuits, the pundits, the hand-wringing 
and the witch hunting, Rockstar basically told the world to go 
take a flying leap. G7A is its game, and if you don't like it, you 
can go, well, refer back to this article's subtitle. 

Let's be frank. San Andreas is more violent, more sexual, 
more racially charged, and more agitprop than just about 
every other game in the universe put together. The game 
kicks off in a fantasy version of Los Angeles in the early ‘90s 
called Los Santos. | lived in Los Angeles from ‘89 to ‘93, and 
Rockstar’s fake L.A. is more like the real L.A. of that period 
than any game, book, or movie. 
| grew up in northern New Jersey in a safe, dull suburb. | 


“71 et me be clear: In real life, | dont 


maintain a stable of prostitutes.” 


went to Vassar, where | spent four years writing plays, show- 
ing up to class hungover, and meeting nice, rich girls. 

And then something weird happened... | graduated and 
moved to L.A., and suddenly the cozy world | grew up in 
seemed to change. 

| remember watching Rodney King getting the crap kicked 
out of him by a bunch of thuggish L.A. cops who didn’t real- 
ize they were on candid camera. 

| remember watching “Football” Williams beaning trucker 
Reginald Denny in the head with a brick on the corner of 
Florence and Normandie, and the subsequent L.A. riots mov- 
ing northward... toward me. 

i remember seeing mudslides bring houses off hills, and 
watching fires burn Malibu from the roof of my apartment. 

| managed to escape from L.A. two months before the 
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Northridge Earthquake. | had barely settled down in New 
York before the TV was alive with images of a white Bronco 
in a slow motion chase down the freeway. 

It was a bad time for California, and by the end of it, | half- 
expected plagues of locusts and rivers of blood. There was 
something sinister about that time and place, and something 
thrilling. And San Andreas captures it. 

| had expected Rockstar to take the easy way out. They 
aren't some gonzo publisher, selling snuff films on the 
Internet. They're a public company. They have shareholders, 
board members, and quarterly reports. The pressure to make 
a GTA “lite” must have been enormous. Publicly traded corpo- 
rations aren't generally known for artistic heroism. 

But they held firm. San Andreas takes the controversial 
content of the original G7A and doubles down. You can en- 
gage in turf wars, participate in drive-bys, hang out on the 
corner and drink a forty with your homies, undertake the oc- 
casional home invasion, and even try out your luck as a pimp. 

Pundits and politicians might tsk-tsk these additions, but | 
am not one of them. Let me be clear: In real life, I've never 
hurt a fly. | don’t maintain a stable of prostitutes. I'm a mar- 
ried vegetarian living in the suburbs. 

But | read books, watch movies, and play games to have a 
vicarious experience, to live a life that | could never and 
would never have. Sometimes that means being an Italian 
plumber collecting giant 
mushrooms. Sometimes it’s 
being the head of an ancient 
Roman faction. Sometimes 
it's being a gang-banger 
whacking the competition. 

But while Rockstar was 
courageous in the content, 
they were heroic in the game 
design. San Andreas has a 
plot and a series of missions to accomplish. 
But both take a back seat to the simple experience of living in 
a dark, scary world. Just driving in this fake but oh-so-real 
Southern California dystopia is the most powerful game expe- 
rience I've had this year. The world is completely alive, and 
ripe with possibilities: Girls to meet, food to eat, weights to lift, 
jobs to pull, tattoos to get, clothes to buy, cars to jack... the 
list does not end. It's not a game per se—it’s a simulator of a 
damaged life in a dangerous place. 

And the people at Rockstar know this. They trust their 
game enough to let it be malevolent and emergent. It’s not a 
perfect game, but it’s a brave one. And in an industry that is 
surrounded on all sides by blandness and compromise, that 
kind of courage is in short supply. 

Ken Levine is the General Manager and Creative Director of 
Irrational Games. 
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Like Batman 
and Robin 


Modding and Freedom Force are 
a natural partnership 
BY BRETT TODD 





Ken Levine is one dreamy developer. Er, for modders, that is. 
[He's also a columnist for this magazine, which you're proba- 
bly sick of hearing by now. —ed] The head honcho at 
Irrational Games has long been a friend to the modding com- 
munity, which shows in the easy-to-alter architecture of 
Freedom Force. Despite a theme that targets the small cult of 
comic-book-geek gamers, it has arguably been modded more 
over the past couple of years than any game outside of The 
Sims and the Unreal Tournament franchise. 

Expect that to continue in Freedom Force vs. The Third 
Reich. During my visit to Irrational’s very own Fortress of 
Solitude in South Boston, the subject of mods came up so 
often that | decided to spin that conversation off into this 
month's column: 





Modders embraced the original Freedom Force like a 
mint copy of Amazing Fantasy #15. Any theories on why? 
Ken Levine: We were the first game that offered an engine 
that helped people turn their fantasies into life. In every 
comic geek lives a comic artist or writer. Freedom Force 
gave that community the tools to express themselves cre- 
atively. 





al is to see people create a 


new kind of comic-book storytelling. ”’ 


Has mod support been a major focus of the design 
process for the sequel? 

We'll release enhanced versions of the mod tools that support 
the new engine functionality. In addition to the stuff that fans 
always enjoyed—fully interactive environments, the best (and 
maybe only) superpower creator, a strong scripting system, 
and a powerful editor—we'll be adding great features. We'll 
have the ability to attach special effects to characters, new 
frame-buffer effects, dynamic lights (which can be attached 
to superpowers), and a radically improved object count 
(meaning lots more stuff in the world to mess with at once). 
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The superpower creator lets you make any kind of power 
you could imagine in a few mouse clicks. If you wanted to, for 
instance, you could give your gadgeteer hero heat-seeking, 
multi-warhead, acid-tipped stun grenades, or your alien a 
mental blast that knocks people back a city block. There are 
literally millions of powers that can be created. In the whole 
gaming world, there’s really nothing like it. 


You’ve gone on record as saying that you don’t want 
modders to just copy classic Marvel and DC super- 
heroes, that you’d rather they use their imaginations 
and create original characters. Yet fans often spend 
their time making letter-perfect versions of Spider-Man 
and Green Lantern. How do you feel about that? 

The vast majority of the community is dedicated to creating 
their own heroes, and creating new stories for the Freedom 
Force characters. The tool is designed to let people express 
their own creative vision, not copy others. 


What sort of relationship do you have with Marvel and 
DC? Does the modding of copyrighted heroes cause 
any problems with the big two comic publishers? 

I've never had any contact with Marvel on the business de- 
velopment level, though I'm a huge fan of the company's 
books and always have been. I’ve met with guys from DC 
many times, and they've been really great and enthusiastic, 
but we've yet to find the right way to work together. 


Marvel has actually been very aggressive in fighting 
mods that it feels infringes on its copyrighted charac- 
ters. What’s your view on that? Does it make sense 
to go after modders like this? 
Marvel has the right the do what they like, 
and it’s not my place to judge how they pro- 
tect their own intellectual property. | respect 
and appreciate the work they've done and | 
can appreciate their desire and need to 
protect it. 

We encourage people to use our intellec- 
tual property in their mods. Presuming that 
we're aware of it, and that they're not using 
mods for commercial purposes, they have 

our permission to do what they want. We try to find a balance 
between protecting our work and letting gamers express 
themselves. 


What sort of future do you see for Freedom Force and 
mods? Do you think it’s important for developers like 
yourself to continue to nurture the mod community? 
Our goal is to see people create a new kind of comic-book 
storytelling, unleashing their creations onto the world via a 
user-friendly, easily modifiable tool. To us, that’s what mod- 
ding is all about, and we want to promote that in whatever 
way possible. 
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Capitol Offense 


Mr. Chick goes to Washington 


BY TOM CHICK 


The following is excerpted from a transcript of testimony given to 
the Senate SubCommittee on Videogames during their hearings 
on Videogame Review Standards and Practices. The committee 
met, pursuant to notice, at 11:05am, in Room 4221, New Senate 
Office Building, Senator Herschel Gersh (Chairman) presiding. 

The Chairman: State your name and occupation 

Tom Chick: <unintelligable> 

T.C.: Please speak into the microphone. 

T.C.: Oh, sorry. Tom Chick, I’m a game reviewer. 

T.C.: And am | correct, Mr. Chick, that you liked Star Wars: 
Battlefront? 

T.C.: Yes, Senator, that is correct. 

T.C.: Am | also correct that you would have rated it highly, 
perhaps in the upper 80s? 

T.C.: Well, | don’t, that’s not the system we use, but... 

T.C.: But you would have given it a high score? 

T.C.: Well, yeah, I'm really into it. 
It’s pretty cool. | would 
have given it, | don’t 
know, four, four-and-a- 
half stars, whatever. 

T.C.: Mr. Chick, are you 
aware that, according to 
the Internets, Battlefront 
has an average rating in the 70s? That's pretty low, is it not? 

T.C.: Yeah, that’s low. It's like a low 40s in the real world. 

T.C.: | understand it’s... that it isn’t balanced very well? 

T.C.: The ratings system? Oh, you mean Battlefront? No, no, 
it's not. The AT-ATs on some of the maps are insane, espe- 
cially with pilots healing them. It’s just crazy the number of 


kills they can get. 
T.C.: | also understand that it’s derivative? 


T.C.: Oh, yeah, totally a Battlefield 1942 rip-off. All the way. 

T.C.: Would you say that it has multiplayer problems? 

T.C.: You mean other than the, not just the balance stuff? It's 
hard to find a game that isn’t loaded with bots. There’s no way 
to configure certain things. Also, don’t forget that the flying ve- 
hicles are terrible. It’s like trying to dogfight in a shoebox. 

T.C.: Would you be so kind as to look at exhibit 8A, a copy 
of a forum post dated October 10, 2004? Would you read us 
the title of that post? 

T.C.: “Hey, y/all, Battlefront is totally sweet.” 






T.C.: At the bottom of the page there, is that your sig? The 
two spaceships shooting at each other with the caption that 
reads, “All your base are belong to Han?” 

T.C.: Yes Senator, it is. Normally it’s an animated GIF. The 
Falcon is shooting at the Enterprise, and then the Enterprise 
blows up, and Kirk goes flying out into space, and then it 
says “Kirk is a <expletive deleted>” 

T.C.: Would you please read me the sixth line? 

T.C.: “Now playing: UT24K, DoD, C&C...” 

-T.C.: No, no, not the sixth line in the sig. The sixth line in 
the post. The one beginning after the sentence that ends, 
“riding Tauntauns rocks.” 

T.C.: “But Darth Vader will spawn camp your ass. Over. And 
over. And over.” 

T.C.: Mr. Chick, is that your idea of fun? Because it's not my 
idea of fun. 

T.C.: | know. There’s a lot of spawn camping. It sucks. 

T.C.: Were you aware that when a Wookiee rides in a 
Snowspeeder, his head actually pokes through the, the, what 
do you call it, the ceiling, the roof of the Snowspeeder? It sticks 
right up through it. It makes it look like the Snowspeeder is 
wearing a Wookiee hat. Were you aware of that? 

T.C.: Yes, | believe | have witnessed that phenomenon. 





“« it makes it look like the Snowspeeder 
is wearing a Wookiee hat.” 


T.C.: Given all these things, Mr. Chick, do you believe your 
fondness for the license has clouded your judgment? 

T.C.: What, you meant that I'm into Star Wars? Well, | guess 
it is one of the reasons | like it so much. 

T.C.: So you would rate it highly because you like it, not 
necessarily because it’s a good game? 

T.C.: Well, yeah, | guess, but... 

T.C.: Would you say this failure of critical thinking applies 
to Star Wars Galaxies? What about, let's see, Force 
Commander, Yoda Desktop Adventures, or Rebellion? 

T.C.: Oh, umm, those are, no, | don’t, that’s... 

T.C.: Mr. Chick, | hope your lapse of critical judgment does- 
n't happen when you're on duty, when people have put their 
trust in you much the same way the passengers might put 
their trust in a pot-addled bus driver. It is because of such 
misconduct in your profession that I'm sponsoring a bill to im- 
pose stricter standards on videogame reviews. 

I'd like to move on now to testimony from those reviewers 
who didn’t rate DOOM 3 high enough. 
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“With this new action-adventure Scrapland, American McGee is well on 
his way to becoming the PC-gaming equivalent of Alfred Hitchcock... 
He's stamping his brand on the game: quirky and original.” -PC Gamer 


".combine the open-ended exploration of Grand Theft Auto with 
fast-paced online and offline racing and shooting." -GameSpot 


GN TAV AIS 


"Scrapland is destined to become one of this years most entertaining and 
refreshing games." -Game Chronicles Magazine 
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